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Let our resident legal expert fight your fight 


Roger Gann sticks his oar in where most people actually want It, 


and the Campaign magic stick works yet again 


No MobileFun 


As well as doing battle with the 
behemoths of the PC business, 
Campaign is not averse to helping 
readers that have trouble with relatively 
small-fry outfits. One recent case 
involved MobileFun (www.mobilefun. 
co.uk). Reader Stuart Palmer got the 
runaround from MobileFun when it 
failed to deliver something he ordered 
and paid for online. Quite wisely, as it 
turns out, he came to Campaign for 
assistance. He writes: 

“| ordered a data cable for my 
Motorola V525 on 8 September 2004. | 
received shipping confirmation on 9 
September 2004 and was given an 
order number and a Royal Mail tracking 
number. Several days passed, and on 
15 September, | visited the Royal Mail 
tracking site to check my order. It stated 
the order had been delivered ‘in’ Swan 
House on 11 September. | hadnt 
received anything here at my house, so 
| phoned Royal Mail to clarify what the 
Site was telling me — Swan House is in 
Leicester, | live in Dorset! This led me to 
believe that either Royal Mail had 
made a terrible delivery error or, more 
likely, ld been given the wrong tracking 
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number by mobilefun.co.uk (or it had 
entirely mis-addressed my order). 

“So | tried to call MobileFun on its 
08/0 number. No answer. | emailed, 
explaining what had happened. | 
received a generic response about 
contacting Royal Mail, even though | 
told them Id already done this! So | 
emailed again, this time spelling out 
even more clearly the situation. Again 
| got a generic response about 
contacting Royal Mail. 

“During this time, Id tried to contact 
them by telephone, but there was never 
an answer. | sent an email stating that | 
knew | had a right to cancel my order, 
and that they were in breach of contract 
for failing to ensure the goods arrived at 
my address, as agreed. The final email 
they sent to me stated that they had 
not let my order go missing! Well, 
where has it gone then? 

“| then wrote a letter of cancellation 
of my order quoting various reasons for 
me doing so, and quoting their own 
Terms & Conditions, which they appear 
to have ignored in this instance. | sent 
this by email and by Royal Mail 
Recorded Delivery (it has been 
delivered). I've had no word from them 
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since 1/7 September. Please help ... I've 
attached my final letter to this email, and 
all my previous correspondence.” 


I contacted MobileFun 
by email and I, too, got no response. 
Not a dicky bird. But Campaign magic 
is very powerful because, all of a 
sudden, things began to happen. 
Stuart wrote back to me with some 
good news: “Please allow me to 
express my sincerest gratitude in your 
success at resolving my complaint 
with Mobile Fun. | can confirm that | 
have indeed received a full refund, 
and that I've received a new data 
cable. Also, it looks like they've sent 
two (so they tell me on the phone) in 
error, but said | should keep them 
both!). So all's well that ends well. It's 
like having friends in high places who 
can pull a few strings! The power of 
the press works wonders ... you go 
from being ignored to being a 
‘customer of honour’!” 


Acer in the hole 

If you want to buy an entry-level laptop, 
they don't come more entry-level than 
some Acer models — I've seen them 
going for £499 in Comet. At prices like 
this, they rival hot cakes when it comes 
to units shifted, and Acer has sold a 
mountain of budget laptops. 
Unfortunately, it seems that its sales 
success has caught it off-guard, and its 
ability to deal with looking after new 
customers proved problematic for a 
while, as Dave Fullard found to his cost: 

“| recently purchased an Acer 
2023WMLi laptop from LaptopsDirect. 
co.uk, and was satisfied with the service. 
However, the laptop started developing 
problems within a couple of weeks (the 
wireless function won't work, even to 
the point of the laptop not recognising 
the built-in Intel 2200BG). 

“My main problem is the total lack of 
support I've received from Acer. | cant 
get through on the telephone line (Im 
constantly stuck in a queue that never 





Roger Gann 
campaign@pcplus.co.uk 


After first qualifying as a solicitor, 
Roger Gann got suckered in to 
the dark world of computer 
journalism, and is now combining 
both these skills for your delight 





Your opinions count 


If you have a gripe with a company, 
a compliment for one, or even a 
suggestion for future Campaign 
topics, we want to hear from you. 

To help us help you, please include 
all appropriate reference/serial 
numbers and your full contact details. 


®© campaign@ pcplus.co.uk 
Fax a printed letter to 
Campaign - 01225 732295 
M] Send a printed letter to: 
Campaign, PC Plus, 
Future Publishing, 
30 Monmouth Street, 
Bath BA1 2BW 


rorum | http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 





There’s nothing fun about being given the runaround when you're left with faulty 
goods. Thankfully, in this case, all’s well that ends well. 


seems to end — | generally hang up 
after 15 minutes. Due to the times 
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Service and support at your fingertips 





- well, almost. By admission, recent 


consolidation of support resources resulted in unassisted Acer customers. 
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their support line is open, | can only 
call from work), and I'm getting no 
response from emails. 

“Id be grateful for any assistance 
you could provide. At the moment, I've 
spent over £1,300 for a laptop that 
doesnt work, and I'm unable to get 
any support for it. To make matters 
worse, the only correspondence I've 
received from them is about extending 
my warranty!).” 


Roger replies: When you spend that 
amount of money on computer kit, 
problems shouldn't crop up within 
weeks and, if they do, they should 
be fixed promptly and efficiently, so 
Dave was well within his rights to 
feel aggrieved. | emailed Acer’s PR 
and got a fulsome reply from the 
Acer MD Paul Cook. 


Paul Cook, managing director, Acer, 
replies: “We're sorry to hear of the 
problems you've been having 
contacting our support centre and for 
the inconvenience that this has 
caused you. Customer Service is key 
to Acer and we aim to provide good 
quality support to all our customers. 
As part of this commitment, and in 
response to the huge growth in sales 
that Acer has experienced in the UK, 
we've consolidated our call centre in 
Belfast and our repair centre in 
Slough to one central location. This 
has considerably expanded the 
number of engineers available to 
answer customer enquiries, and 
offers a faster turnaround of repairs. 
While this transition is on target, we 
have inevitably experienced some 
teething troubles and I'm afraid that 
we were unable to offer the level of 
support required. 

“I'm pleased to say that the call 
centre is now fully operational and 
that you should now be able to 
contact Acer with ease, and 
experience Acer's commitment to 


customer service that you would 
expect from one of the world's 
leading notebook manufacturers.” 


An unfriendly host 
Sometimes, companies resort to 
heavy-handed debt-collection, 
seemingly at the drop of a hat. Mike 
Phillips writes telling us of a particularly 
unpleasant bit of debt-chasing that 
caused his recently widowed mother 
much upset. 

“My father died suddenly from 
cancer of the oesophagus on 16 
October 2003 after a two week illness, 
and it was left to me to sort out the 
paperwork for my mother. Hed been 
self-employed as a printing specialist 
and had his own website and several 
domain names registered through 1&1 
Internet. Over the next couple of 
months, | wound up the business and 
consolidated his personal accounts into 
one (under my mother’s name), and 
his credit cards were cancelled. I'd 
overlooked notifying 1&1 Internet 
Straight away. 

“Either late January or early 
February, we received an email on my 
fathers old email account from 1&1, 
requesting payment for the website 
account and also for the domain 
names to be re-registered. | contacted 
1&1 via telephone to say that we no 
longer required these services and was 
asked to fax a letter of confirmation 
and to remove all of the web pages 


“My mother received a 
letter threatening dire 
consequences if the bill 
wasn't paid in full.” 


from their storage space, which | 
subsequently did. | believed the 
matter closed. 

“On 2 July, my mother received a 
letter from The Credit Protection 
Association requesting payment of £84 
on behalf of 1&1 Internet. | thought that 
this must be a mistake, and so 
contacted them on the supplied 
number. After several attempts to get 
through, | finally managed to speak to 
one of their operators. The operator 
couldnt understand the information in 
front of her, so put me on to her 
supervisor, who told me that because 
the fax Id sent wasn't received until 
one day after the invoice was raised, 
the account hadn't been cancelled. He 
then agreed that the bill should be 
reduced to a new amount, which he 
was unwilling to work out for me until | 
pressed him on the matter. | asked that 
a new bill be sent out so that | could 
see for what we were paying, and was 
told that that was impossible, but he 
could send out an email to the primary 
email address on the account. When | 





told him that the email account had 
been cancelled, he agreed to send it to 
my email address, and that | could give 
it to the original operator who he 
would pass me back to. At which point, 
| was cut off. It then took another 15 
minutes to get through to 1&1 again, 
getting another operator who was 
more helpful/efficient and who told me 
the bill was now £31.43, which included 
a charge of £15 for the letter from The 
Credit Protection Association. 

“I was given the address of the 1&1 
Internet billing department to send 
payment to. But | was still unwilling, as 
| didn't have an itemised bill from them, 
and also | wanted to take issue with 
the £15 charge for the letter from the 
CPA. This was sent on 12 July. 

“Another letter was received on 15 
July from the CPA asking for the original 
amount to be paid, which | took no 
heed of as | knew my letter wouldnt 
have reached them. Subsequently, my 
mother received a third letter on 24 July, 
still with the original amount and 
threatening dire consequences if this 
bill isn’t paid in full immediately. I've 
since faxed the CPA with a letter, and a 
copy of the first letter.” 


Roger replies: Why did it take four 
months for there to be contact from 
181 concerning the overdue amount? 
And when there was contact, it was 
from a debt collection agency. Surely 
1&1 could have sent a letter first? He 
was appalled at the inexperienced 
staff at the Customer Services and 
their thoughtlessness. | passed his 
complaint over to 1&1 for resolution. 


Richard Stevenson replies: Having 
looked in close detail at all the 
customer logs for Mr. Phillips’ 
account, it’s apparent that there's 
been a breakdown in 
communication. 1&1 does not pursue 
debts for deceased customers. 
However, relatives are kindly asked 
to provide proof of death and 
perform an immediate cancellation 
using set procedures. 

“The Phillips’ concerns have 
resulted from our receiving no formal 
request in February for the account 
to be terminated. We are, of course, 
aware of the family’s needs at this 
time and have written off the 
outstanding monies, as is the 
company’s policy. We greatly regret 
any concern that these issues may 
have caused.” 

Mike Philips dropped me a line of 
thanks: “Thank you for your time, 
trouble and quick response. It seems 
a shame that, without your (and 
their PR department's intervention), 
the matter would still be unresolved, 
or my mother out of pocket or 
blacklisted by the CPA. Thanks again 
for all of your help.” Pcp 


GOOD GUYS OF THE MONTH 





Yamaha, Microwarehouse and ... dabs.com! 


Not just one good guy, not even two this month. A surprise new entry takes our Good Guy tally to a satisfying three 


_ a 
Cepalnes Tonos leoarree 


Going one better than TDK in PC Plus 221, Yamaha’s excellent levels of 
customer service have left one of our readers particularly happy. 


Yamaha 

| have to confess, having to sort out readers’ tales of woe can be a tad 
depressing at times. Their stories of incredibly poor service from household 
names can get even a hard-nosed journalist down. So, its truly a pleasure to 
get Good Guy nominations from readers that have had great service, such 
as Geoff Johnson. He wasn't at all impressed by reader Paul Radford’s story 
of the above-average service he got from TDK in PC Plus 221, and thinks he 
can go one better: 

“Back in January, my Yamaha CRW F1 burner decided that it would no 
longer recognise blank CDs/CD-RWs, though it would happily read any disc 
put into the drive. It was just over a year old. 

‘A quick search on the Internet gave me a freephone number to ring. This 
put me through to Yamaha Exchange Service in Turnhout, Belgium. | 
explained my situation and was promptly given an RMA number to use if | 
needed to contact them again, and was informed that a replacement drive 
would be dispatched that day. The next day, a card was lying on the 
doormat from INT saying they had tried to deliver a parcel. A quick 
phonecall to TNT and the drive was delivered the next day. Inside the 
package was a replacement drive and the instructions for returning the 
unserviceable drive. One quick drive swap later and | was happily burning 
discs again. The only fly in the ointment was TNT, as they refused to collect 
the return parcel as per the instructions for returning the drive, but | had a 
freephone number and an RMA number. Another quick call to Yamaha in 
Belgium and, within half an hour, TNT called to arrange to pick up a parcel 
for an overseas destination. Thats what you call service!” 


Roger replies: Now that's what | call a tale guaranteed to warm the 
cockles of anyone who’ had to wait months for a simple repair. It’s also 
a real brow-soother for me. I, too, own a CRW F1! 


Microwarehouse 
Normally, most of the problems PC Plus readers have concerns about is 
hardware in some shape or form, so it makes a pleasant change to have a 
software problem. Except that it isn't actually a problem in this case; it's a 
Good Guy nomination, this time from reader Rolf Gooderham. He writes to 
tell us about the satisfaction he felt when he recently had cause to 
correspond with Microwarehouse: 

“Microwarehouse has been my mail order supplier of choice for a number 
of years (I'm actually a Mac user but also have a PC). | recently spoke to 
Microwarehouse about upgrading a particular program that was getting a 





M W aio ho intine W put eselio: w ove A 


D pR pw Go pomes pe to 
-9.9 D ee O o En 











@ cery Rated o Laes Henin 


e 
VaoWarehouse z533 gul BUT ance 
mg 


Al MeeroWéurehuee, u jolt io to hwr eosi effretive perunateed 

Setnndiogy BOIVHONS, $ Process Bult On Geveloping relatonvenipy Wah out Our 
customers Tene of Mousands of people Inroughout the Lik depend on the L T 
eututhome we supply and suppost fo erhanco hheit Gree and bo more o i IES 


PRICES 


! 


Al prices 
reviewed 


r li 
a 


Z 
: 


* Newsie®er Rubecoghons 
* Munage your Account 


tiha there 
Peete selecta 


All-in-one 
Business 
Centres 


x 
TTS 


Prevewletinnn ani sutiri — 
your emaii edoress 


Can you see where it says ‘Superb Performance’? This month, the term applies 
to more than the products Microwarehouse actually sells. 


little long in the tooth, but not so much that | wanted to shell out for a 
completely new version. | was told by the Microwarehouse salesperson that 
the latest version included an upgrade path from my existing version, and 
so | placed an order on that basis. 

“In fact, the upgrade path no longer applied. But by the time | discovered 
this, Id unpacked the software and thrown away the box and other 
wrappings. | contacted Microwarehouse and explained the position. Their 
helpful customer support person accepted my explanation without 
argument and initiated a return with a full refund. The following day, a 
courier turned up to collect the consignment, and my refund came through 
a few days later.” 


Roger replies: How can you argue with that? Top service, in my view, 
and fully in line with what I've come to expect from this company. 


dabs.com 
Now for a quickie Good Guy nomination, this time from Clive Turner: 


“| never thought Id be the one to do it as, along with a lot of people, I've 
had problems with dabs.com in the past. However, this time | feel | have to 
praise their service. Following a hard disk crash on Sunday, we decided to 
upgrade our workhorse PC to a newer base unit. | ordered online on 
Monday morning and, following a couple of emails informing us of progress, 
we received the machine early Tuesday afternoon. Despite attempts by the 
courier service to bounce the machine in the doorway, all was well. Not bad 
for once, dabs.com!” 


Roger replies: | heartily concur. | know dabs.com has cropped up a 
couple of times in this column but I have to be honest and report that 
I've had nothing but great service from them. Stuff I've ordered in the 
afternoon has regularly turned up the following morning. There's no 
doubt about it, outfits like dabs.com have slick fulfilment systems that 
almost invariably work brilliantly. The only downside is that things are 
not so slick when you have defective goods that have to be returned or 
repaired, which is an all too common feature of the computer retailing 
business these days. These outfits make it easy to take the customer's 
money and give them the goods they want, but delivering true 
customer service is another matter. Unless you're a corporate customer, 
you can't actually talk to a real person who has any responsibility to be 
able to help at a level we're entitled to. E 





PCPlus 225 | January 2005 





BACK-UP SOLUTIONS 


Dave Mitchell 


dave.mitchell@futurenet.co.uk 


Dave Mitchell has been an IT 
journalist for over 10 years and 
spent 21 years managing back-up 
systems on some of the largest 
mainframes in the UK 


Oo t's a well-publicised fact that most 
home users and small businesses 
still don't understand the importance of 
back-up. Larger companies and 
enterprises can't make the same mistake 
as they have a legal obligation to ensure 
their customer data is protected and will 
spend a substantial portion of their IT 
budget on a complete back-up strategy. 
True, home users and small businesses 
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aim to provide an automated back-up 
solution for under £500. 

However, theres more to plugging a 
storage device in and loading some software, 
as you need to have a clear strategy on how 
and when torun back-up. Complicate the 
process and it won't run, so we show you 
what to look out for and highlight some easily 
forgotten but equally important issues. 

There are plenty of arguments over the 
best type of back-up media, so not only have 
we gathered together a selection of hard disk, 
tape, magneto optical and off-site managed 
service solutions, we've also looked at the 
pros and cons of each type. Back-up can so 
easily avoid the pain and misery of losing 
precious data, so turn the page and we'll 
show you how easy it is to run. => 
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BACK-UP SOLUTIONS 


a ts amazing how many PC users 
slip into denial when asked what 
Steps they've taken to back up their data. 
The excuses are manifold but, in reality, 
most just arent willing or can’t be bothered 
to make copies of it. The PC is seen as a 
major investment, but what about the time 
you spend creating documents, writing 
letters, snapping and storing digital 
photographs or maintaining financial 
records. How valuable is this information to 
you and could you accept its complete loss? 
Before implementing data back-up, the 
first Step Is to assess the threats. It sounds 
melodramatic but it's well worth being 
honest here. Your hard disk may fail, the PC 
could be stolen or damaged, the building it's 
in might go up in flames or fall victim to 
flooding. It does happen. For example, as 
we were writing this article, a small 





How we tested 
This is how each complete solution was put through their paces 


For performance testing, we installed each 
back-up device on a 2.4GHz Pentium 4 PC 
with 768MB of RAM and running Windows 
XP SP2. To cater for all connections, we 
also installed a USB 2.0 controller and 
an Adaptec 2940 SCSI 
card, while the managed 
back-up service was run 
over a standard BT 
Broadband ADSL link. 
As each product is a 
complete solution, we 
tested performance 
using the supplied 
back-up software, 













company not far from us was broken 

into overnight and had all of its PCs stolen. 
Commendably, the insurance company had 
replacements on their desks in a couple of 
days and they were smart enough to have 
their data backed up and the copies off-site. 
The point wete making here is that the PC 
itself is expendable and easily replaceable, 
but your data isn't. Once its gone, its gone 
for good. 


Devise a strategy 

Once you've thought about all the possible 
threats to your data, you need to tailor a 
back-up strategy that will protect it, and you 
also need to pick the type of media you're 
going to use to store your copies. We 
mentioned hard disk failure for a specific 
reason, aS many users simply make copies 
of their data in another folder on the same 
drive. It's cheap and easy to do but useless 
if the hard disk goes belly-up. Copying data 


EXTERNAL HARD DISK 


and used a test 
directory comprising a 2GB mish-mash of files 
ranging from documents, spreadsheets and 

presentations to PDFs, video clips and photos. 
Each back-up combo was asked to secure the 


“Never back-up on 
the same system as 
your original data.” 


to another hard disk in the same computer 
reduces this specific risk, but its no good if 
the PC itself is stolen or damaged beyond 
repair. The golden rule of back-up is that the 
copies should not reside 
on the same system as 
your original data. Clearly, 
this approach calls for 
media that can be easily 
removed from the primary 
system and, if necessary, 
from the same location, too. 

Removable hard disks have their place 
in a back-up strategy, and the USB and 
FireWire models offer high storage capacity 


CMS Products ABSPlus 


PRICE £231 (£197 ex VAT) SUPPLIER the Upgradestore Itd 0870 162 2166 
INFO www.theupgradestore.co.uk WARRANTY Three years, RTB 





target directory to the media, and to test read 
speeds, we asked for the entire directory to be 
restored to a new location on the hard disk. 


and make connecting and disconnecting 
the devices nice and simple. lomegas REV 
cartridges use hard disk technology, and the 
compact media can match tape for storage 
space. Performance is also extremely good 
with the REV flying well ahead of all the 
competition. There are drawbacks to the 
solutions from CMS and Freecom as, 
essentially, youre only getting one piece of 
media, so the whole device has to be 
unplugged and removed piecemeal if you 
want to move the back-up to another 
location. The REV looks a better candidate, 
as the drive stays put. You also just 

move the media which are designed 


MS Peripherals introduced the ‘plug in and 
back-up’ concept a number of years ago and 

the ABSPlus continues this tradition by offering a 
simple solution that secures your data whenever 
it's connected to your system. The package 
comprises a 250GB ATA hard disk enclosed in 
a plastic casing, while the bundled software 
provides plenty of back-up options, plus features 
such as a one-button restore. 

Installation is simply a case of connecting the 
drive and installing the ‘BounceBack’ software. 
A full back-up of your hard disk can be taken 
immediately. Selecting the ‘Express’ option causes 
the ABSPlus drive to be automatically formatted, 
and data from all partitions copied across, so 
it's an exact duplicate. You can then use this to 
recover from a complete hard disk failure. After 
booting the system to Linux with the supplied 
Rescue Disk CD-ROM, you can access the ABSPlus 
device and restore the entire hard disk. You can 
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even remove the drive from its 
casing and install it in your PC. 


BounceBack 

BounceBack provides plenty 

of useful back-up and restore 

tools. It automatically fires up 

whenever it detects an ABSPlus 

drive being connected to the PC. Once 

you've completed your first full back-up, it will 


simply run a comparison and copy across any new 


or modified files. 

A scheduler provides full automation and, 
at the appointed time, it runs the back-up utility 
and checks both drives for any changes. You 
can also create custom back-up jobs and choose 
which files and folders you want secured. 
The QuickRestore feature makes light work of 
retrieving files, and another useful feature is 
that all files are copied in native format so that 


you can view the contents of the back-up drive. 
Although portability isn't a strength, the ABSPlus 
offers an easily managed back-up solution with 
excellent disaster recovery features. 





TAPE DRIVE 


Certance CD-72 


PRICE £586 (£499 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Insight 0800 33 3333 INFO www.certance.com WARRANTY Three years, swap out 


he DDS (Digital Data Storage) format has been 
0: the heart of small business and personal 
back-up for many years, but it nearly met its end 
when it was decided, in 2001, that DDS-4 would 
be the last generation. Sony moved on to focus 
entirely on AIT, but HP and Certance couldn't resist the 
temptation to resurrect the format, and subsequently 
came up with DAT72 early in 2003. 

DAT72 doesn't offer any serious improvements 
over DDS-4 and is actually the first tape drive we've 
ever seen that introduced a new generation, but 
didn't offer a performance boost. Storage capacity 
goes up to a healthy native 36GB, but the native 
transfer rate remains the same as DDS-4 at 3MB/s. 
The CD-72 drive is well-built, though the price doesn't 
include a SCSI card or even a suitable cable. You get 
the same TapeWare back-up software as bundled 


BACK-UP SOFTWARE 


DataFort PCFort 


PRICE From £8 (£7 ex VAT) a year for 250MB SUPPLIER DataFort 01483 87 2052 INFO www.datafort.com 


ith a data centre based in Guildford, 

CD) sarcrorts latest managed service targets 
single users looking for a low-cost automated PC 
back-up solution. Pricing is based on the amount 
of storage required, and PCFort looks good value 
with 250MB costing a shade over £7 a year. You 
can upgrade your back-up plan as you go, with 
3GB costing, for example, a mere £72 a year. 

Installation starts at the DataFort website, and 
a username, password and personal encryption 
key installation file is created. Security is good, as 
DataFort has no access to your encryption keys. 
The PCFort interface is simplicity itself. A schedule 
is created that can be tailored to suit, manual 
back-ups can be run on demand and it runs a 


Freecom FHD-3 





BACK-UP SOLUTIONS 


with lomega’s REV, and this provides 
a wealth of options for creating and 
maintaining a complete back-up strategy. 
It's not as simple to use as the 
Retrospect software included with Sony's 
AIT drive, but you can create a mix of full 
and partial back-ups. TapeWare comes with a 
selection of predefined strategies ranging from 
a weekly rotation to a full back-up system that 
includes off-site copies. The XE version enables 
back-up of a single system, but can be upgraded 
to support network back-up of multiple systems. 
Although further development of this format 
beyond DAT72 is unclear, the CD-72 bundle offers 
a good back-up solution for small businesses. Of 
the two tape-based systems on review, it offers 
a much higher native capacity from the compact 


four stage process encompassing copying, 
compression, encryption and transmission. A 
full back-up is run only once, after which only 
modified or new files are copied. 

To restore files, you view the remote server, 
select your targets and leave PCFort to return 
to them to the selected destination. We chose 
not to run speed tests, as performance will 
be determined by the speed of your Internet 
connection. Disaster recovery procedures are also 


minimal, as you'll need to recreate your PC, install 


PCFort and then recover your data. We found 

DataFort’s support staff very helpful, though. 
The data centre is located in a secure building 

with 24-hour CCTV, perimeter alarms, key card 


tee 
i ering 


PRICE £311 (£264 ex VAT) SUPPLIER Freecom Technologies 01423 70 4700 INFO www-reecom.com WARRANTY Two years RTB 


4mm cartridges, while backward compatibility 
with earlier generations makes it worth 
considering an upgrade from older DDS-4 drives. 
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access and smoke detection systems. RAID-1 
mirrors are on each server, and hot-standby 
servers protect each group of five primary servers. 
Back-up generators stop power failures, and 
multiple ISPs provide fail-safe Internet access. 


he FHD-3 may offer a similar range of 

features to the ABSPlus, but there are also 
substantial differences. ATA hard disks are at 
the heart of both systems, but the 400GB model 
offered by Freecom looks far better value. 

The software bundle kicks off with Freecom’s 
Personal Media Suite which, to a certain degree, 
emulates CMS's BounceBack, as it detects when 
the drive is connected and runs an automatic file 
synchronisation. The documentation could be 
clearer, but it uses Microsoft's Briefcase to keep 
selected drives or folders in step with each other. 

Pressing the large blue button on the front of 
the unit initiates a synchronisation, so you can 
easily back up files as you create or modify them. 

Other useful features include a facility to 
compress and encrypt selected files for added 


security. Overall back-up and restore performance 
was reasonable for a USB 2.0 device, but we found 
the monitoring utility loaded by Media Suite did 
have a detrimental effect on overall transfer rates. 


Although the Media Suite is useful, it doesn't 
offer full back-up facilities — this falls to the 
bundled Acronis True Image that uses hard disk 
imaging instead of file by file copies. This cut- 
down version is simple enough to use, as you 
pick which partitions to image and ensure 
they're placed on the removable drive. You can't 
select individual files and folders for back-up, 
but Acronis does let you explore an image and 
restore selected files. However, the Freecom 
package doesn't include any job scheduling 
facilities. Disaster recovery options are good: you 
can boot a sick system from a previously created 


True Image rescue floppy set (or CD-R/RW), pick 
an image on the USB drive and restore it to a 
selected destination. 
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HARD DISK CARTRIDGE 


lomega REV 


BACK-UP SOLUTIONS 


2 
ra 
SOMORS 


CHOICE 


PRICE £434 (£369 ex VAT) SUPPLIER lomega 020 7216 0003 INFO www.iomega.com WARRANTY Two years RTB 


O, was a time when everyone had a ZIP 
or JAZ drive on their desk, but questions 
over reliability caused a serious slump in sales. 


However, lomega comes back fighting, as the REV 


looks to deliver a remarkable set of features. 


smallest or interfaces, so you'll need to 
source a cable with a VHDCI plug at one end. 
Costly but effective > 
The REV package isn't cheap, but the software 


bundle is superb. It covers all the bases with 
lomega’'s own Automatic Back-up Pro providing 

a range of protection measures. It runs a local 
utility that monitors disks for any file changes and 
automatically secures modifications in real-time, 
at specified intervals or at scheduled times on 
selected days of the week. Support for version 
history means it enables you to store any number 
of file versions, and compression options allow for 
theoretical storage to be increased to 90GB. 


Installation is straightforward, though the unit 
does appear as a CD-ROM drive and requires the 
lomega drivers loaded before you can write to 
it. The minuscule cartridges offer an impressive 
native 35GB, and design tolerances have been 
improved to ensure an airtight and dust-free 
casing. lomega also claims they have a 30 year 
shelf life. Build quality is especially good, and 
even the REV unit itself is small enough to slip 
into your coat pocket. The SCSI version uses the 


to be transportable, and are physically 
much smaller. 


MAGNETO OPTICAL 


Fujitsu DynaMO 2300 


PRICE £210 (£179 ex VAT) INFO wwwfujitsu.com 
SUPPLIER Fujitsu 020 8573 4444 WARRANTY 1 year RTB 


Cutting the cost 

Tape is hard to beat for back-up, as it was 
designed specifically for this purpose, and 
all formats offer media that is compact, 
easily transportable and comparatively 
inexpensive. The biggest battle tape has 

to fight is the perception that its overly 
expensive. Historically, this has been a big 
problem. Not so long ago, even tape drives 
aimed at the lower end of the back-up 


he DynaMO 2300 introduces Dynamo's new 
Ooy — its first external SCSI MO drive 
with an increased performance that's now claimed 
to be a touch over 8MB/s. Of all vendors in this group 
test, Fujitsu provides the most disappointing software 
bundle, which centres around NovaStor's NovaDisk+. 


Disaster recovery procedures require a full system 
back-up to be made, and then the PC booted with 
the supplied CD-ROM to enable the hard disk 

to be reinstated. You also get the TapeWare XE 
bundled, which treats the REV as a tape drive and 
can implement, schedule and manage a complete 
back-up strategy. 


OVERALL 








market could easily cost more than 

the system they were supposed to be 
protecting. However, over the past year, 
many vendors (Sony, in particular) have 
been gradually pushing prices down for 
entry-level products, making them far 
more affordable. 

Magneto Optical (MO) is the undisputed 
champion for archiving duties purely 
because the disks offer the greatest 
reliability for long-term storage, with Sony 
going as far as to claim its 


TAPE DRIVE 


Sony StorStation AITI50AS 


PRICE £512 (£436 ex VAT) INFO wwwsonyisstorage.com SUPPLIER sonystorestation@eu.sony.com WARRANTY Three years NBD 


or many years, Sony's AIT (Advanced 
FF JAAA Tape) drives were seen as too 
costly for single or small business users, and 
the latest AIT-E models aim to remedy this by 
coming in at a much lower price point. Sony 
is positioning these as direct replacements for 
your DDS-3 and DDS-4 drives. AIT provides four 
further generations, so you can easily upgrade 
as demand increases. The drives are offered in 


ATAPI and SCSI interface versions, with the former 


on review. The complete bundle looks good 
value, as the drive comes complete with Dantz 


Retrospect back-up software, as well as a quartet 


of tapes. However, storage capacity isn’t as good 
as DAT72. The new AIT-E cartridges only offer a 


native 20GB, but the native performance of 6MB/s 


This offers a range of back-up and restoration tools 
along with a scheduler, virus checking and basic 


encryption. However, the version supplied with this 


product is so old, it's almost embarrassing. 
Setting up a schedule is tedious. The logging 


trouble. And it doesn’t support Windows XP Back-up 
and restore performance under NovaDisk+ was 
uninspiring and well below quoted speeds. We have 
no arguments with the reliability of MO, so if you 
want secure storage for long-term archiving, this is 


facility simply doesn't work, and the antivirus 
scanner is virtually worthless, as it's five years out of 
date the moment you install it and can't be updated. 
The NovaBoot utility provides disaster recovery tools, 
as you can create a couple of boot disks and use 

the latest recovery back-up to restore yourself out of 


the best choice, but performance isn't its strongest 
trait. We strongly recommend spending more to get 
the optional Synchredible back-up software, as the 
bundled utility with this Fujitsu is worthless. 










is double that of Certance’s CD-72. However, to 
get the best out of the drive, you must ensure 
your system's IDE controller supports Ultra DMA, 
as older controllers will cut performance in half. 
We even had to fiddle with the test system's BIOS 
to get the drive performing at its peak. You 

don't get any predefined back-up strategies, 

but it offers a scripting tool and wizards for 
creating various schedules. The main interface is 
neatly organised into folders, so you can quickly 
select an immediate back-up, restore lost files or 
access your back-up device and prepare media. 
Single users may find it heavy in features, but 
small businesses will appreciate the fact that, 
unlike TapeWare XE, network environments are 
supported, so you can secure multiple systems to 


the tape drive. One system with the drive attached 
runs the main Retrospect program, while other 
systems just require a small client utility installed. 
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Product specifications 








Manufacturer Certance CMS Peripherals DataFort Freecom 

Model CD-72 ABSPlus PCFort FHD-3 

Price £586 (£499 ex VAT) £231 (£197 ex VAT) om R (£7 ex VAT) a year for £311 (£264 ex VAT) 
Supplier Insight 0800 33 3333 en Itd 0870 162 DataFort 01483 87 2052 Freecom Technologies 01423 70 4700 
Info www.certance.com www.theupgradestore.co.uk www.datafort.com www-freecom.com 
Warranty 3 years rapid replacement 3 years return to base N/A 2 years return to base 
Chassis type External N/A External External 

Technology Tape Hard disk Managed Service Hard disk 

Native Capaci 36GB 250GB N/A 400GB 

Media format DAT72 N/A N/A N/A 

Media price (ex VAT) £5 N/A N/A N/A 

Storage cost per GB 14p 79p From £23.88 a year 55p 

Interface SCSI USB 2.0 N/A USB 2.0 

Other requirements None None Internet Connection FireWire 400/800 
Software included Yosemite TapeWare XE BounceBack Professional PCFort Client Personal Media Suite 
Full Y Y y Y 

Incremental Y Y Y Y 

Scheduler Yy y Y N 

Synchronisation N Y Y y 
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Manufacturer Fujitsu lomega Son 

Model DynaMO 2300 lomega REV StorStation AITISOAS 

Price £210 (£179 ex VAT) £434 (£369 ex VAT) £512 (£436 ex VAT) 

Supplier Fujitsu sales 020 8573 4444 lomega sales 020 7216 0003 Sony sony.storestation@eu. 
sony.com 

Info www.fujitsu.com www.iomega.com www.sonyisstorage.com 

Warranty 1 year return to base 2 years return to base 3 years next business day 

Chassis type External External Internal 

Technolo Magneto Optical Hard disk Tape 

Native capaci 2.3GB 35GB 20GB 

Media format GIGAMO REV AIT-E 

Media Price (ex VAT) £10.50 £40 £12.50 

Storage cost per GB £4.57 £1.14 63p 

Interface SCSI SCSI ATAPI 


Other requirements None None None 


Software included NovaStor NovaDisk+ v6 Yosemite TapeWare XE Dantz Retrospect 
Full y y y 
Incremental y Y Y 
Scheduler o Y Y Y 
Synchronisation N Y Y 


BACK-UP PERFORMANCE 


Data back-up 


Data restore 
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Bigger is better 


PCPlus 225 | January 2005 


MB/MIN 100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800 
a ect eee Gee le ee PW 


Tenane (O72 Deskop | 

Fujitsu Dynan | 

Sony StorStation ATTSOAS| TE 
fieeomFi3 | 

CMS Peripherals ABSPlus | TT 

760 
Daanen ‘I 


Bigger is better 


MO media is good for a century! However, 
these capabilities come at a high price. 
Although the drives and media offer good 
value, the technology itself hasn't exactly 
set the world alight. While Fujitsu pursued 
development of the smaller 3.5in MO 
format, Sony focused more closely 
on the larger 5.25in higher capacity format, 
but announced last year that it wouldn't be 
taking MO beyond the 14x standard, and 
has since dived head first into development 
of Blu-Ray. 

DVD is conspicuous by its absence 
in this group test mainly because most 
vendors we approached didnt want to 
submit products, as they felt that this 
format Is not suited to back-up tasks. We 
tend to agree, as even the latest DVD 
drives are still too slow, the bundled 
software doesn't target general back-up 
operations and the media is poorly 
protected, making It too easy to damage. 

If you still can't be bothered to back-up 
your data you could get someone else to 
do it for you. Managed back-up services 
are proving very popular because you 
don't need to worry about buying any 
hardware. The back-up process Is fully 
automated and all data is copied directly 
to off-site storage. Performance will 
depend on the speed of your Internet 
connection, so ADSL is a minimum 
requirement for this type of service. 


BACK-UP SOLUTIONS 





Automation is the key 

No matter how good your back-up strategy 
looks, it will be at the mercy of one of the 
most unpredictable elements: human 
nature. A system that relies on human 
intervention will always be at risk, so this 
needs to be reduced to an absolute 
minimum. Automation is the key, and this 
comes courtesy of the back-up software. 
We asked for fully automated solutions, 

SO expect to see a decent software bundle 
that can run back-up tasks to a schedule 
and provide good restoration tools, and 
possibly disaster recovery features to 
recreate a failed hard disk. 

The requirements for backing up a 
single system will vary wildly, but most 
should find an answer in the options 
reviewed in this group test. The 
solutions based on standard hard 
disks will suit users who want high 
Storage capacities and are not so 
worried about removing copies off- 
site, while lomegas REV brings 
together an excellent combination of 
features, capacity, performance and 
portability. Although initial outlay is 
higher, tape is still a top choice for users 
looking for robust media with high 
Capacities, low storage costs and good 
speeds. MO cant be beaten 
for sheer media longevity, and managed 
services are there for those that want to 


expend the least effort. You can 
see from the examples in this 
group test that back-up is easy 
to achieve and simple to 
implement. So, the question 
you have to ask yourself is: in 
the unlucky event of a data 
loss, am | going to be a success or just 
another statistic? PCP 








The lomega REV 
provides portability, performance 
and a healthy capacity for back-up. A 
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Richard Wentk looks back over the great ‘chip wars, and finds out 


what they mean for the Intel and AMD of today, as well as the future 


ity the victim of the mid-life crisis. Youthful 

dynamism and world conquering enthusiasm are 
replaced with insecurity about achievements, fears for 
the future, and a general loss of momentum and 
innovation. It’s become a common platitude that this is 
where the PC and chip fabrication industries are today. 
The explosive growth of the last couple of decades has 
stalled, replaced by a more mature - perhaps even 
boring and slow - pace of development. But is this 
really true? The chip industry is part engineering 
magic, and part glitzy advertising hype. Bunny suits 
and ‘Intel Inside’ logos may be greeted with derision 


among IT professionals and teen hackers, but in the 
past they’ve had a big influence on buyer preference. 
But which matters most today? To find out, it’s useful to 
take a look at the recent past. 


Hot desking 

In the beginning was the desktop. While PCs were still 
boring beige boxes, Intel ruled the desktop market without 
let or hindrance. However, compared to today, the sales 
figures were modest - in the millions rather than the 
hundreds of millions - but the x86 processor range had 
them all to itself. 
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PROCESSOR DEVELOPMENT 


With tens of millions of transistors, a chip die now produces as much heat for a given area as 
a steam iron on its highest setting. Only without the steam — usually. 


The blueprint for a modern CPU 


Designing today’s chips has become an engineering nightmare 


1994's 486 series used an 800nm (nano 
metre) production process. AMD's current 
90nm process gives almost ten times 

the resolution, and potentially 100 times 
the transistor density — potentially more 
because the number of layers on a die has 
also increased. In theory this sounds like a 
simple incremental change. But in practice 
the technologies are a world apart. 

Some connections are now so fine 
they're made of a thin sheet of merely 20 
atoms. Electrons flowing through them 
are close to being counted individually. 

So designing a processor becomes an 
engineering nightmare. With the rise in 
clock frequency a connection trace stops 
being a wire and becomes a waveguide 
whose geometry has to be tailored 
carefully to stop information leaking across 
the surface of the entire chip. 

Engineers also have to cope with 
quantum tunnelling effects, which mean 
that traces no longer have hard edges, and 
perfect isolation is physically impossible. 
Logic gates and memory areas are sensitive 


Timeline 





First Challengers 





to noise and leakage, both of which require 
compensation techniques. 

Each transistor switch produces heat, 
even at today’s much lower working 
voltages. Totalling the heat from millions 
of transistors leads to huge power 
dissipation, which adds yet more noise 
and also thermally stresses the die and 
its connections whenever power is cycled. 
Some designs produce as much heat as 
a 100W lightbulb, packed into an area 
the size of a small postage stamp. Most 
now use stepping technology, which 
throttles down the working speed for low- 
performance tasks, and only runs at full tilt 
for demanding applications. 

But even this can alternatively heat and 
cool a chip, making failure more likely. The 
bottom line is that delays are happening 
because design has become harder. The 
fact that today's designs work at all is 
astounding. The fact that they work reliably 
is almost miraculous. And getting them to 
work reliably requires expertise far beyond 
what was needed a decade ago. E 








AMD and Intel have always competed directly, so it 
was inevitable that AMD would try to grab a slice of the 
desktop ‘pie chart’. But AMD's first serious attempts at 
driving a wedge into the market - the 486DX4 clone, the 
5x586, and the K6 series - had the unfortunate effect of 
marking out the company as a supplier of ‘poor chips for 
poor people’. Compatibility with Intel’s designs was 
supposedly less than perfect, and given a choice that 
didn’t depend on price, many buyers would still choose 
Intel over AMD. In reality AMD’s technology was at least 
as reliable as Intel’s. But the ‘Intel Inside’ marketing 
campaign exploited buyer unease and brand loyalty to 
the full. Until at least 1999 AMD remained an interesting 
but not an essential part of the market. 

In theory, Intel could have maintained its commanding 
position indefinitely, shrugging off any challenges with 
aplomb and indifference. So what went wrong? Intel’s first 
missteps were a long series of PR gaffes that created the 
perception that the company was arrogant and high- 
handed, and also began to erode its image as a 
technological leader. First came the early Pentiums. These 
ran more slowly than Intel’s own top-end 486s, and much 
more slowly than drop-in AMD replacements. Fortunately, 
in the short-term, marketing momentum smoothed over 
the damage, and AMD’s market share remained tiny. But 
the industry as a whole had noticed, and reacted with 
curiosity about what AMD might be capable of in the 
future. Around the same time the famous Pentium bug 
surfaced. The practical effects for most buyers - a very 
occasional divide error - were negligible. But the PR 
damage was huge, with the Intel brand taking a 
memorable dent. Luckily for Intel, AMD wasn’t in a 
position to capitalise on this as it might have. 

Intel’s next PR fiasco was the announcement of MMX 
immediately after huge PC sales in the run up to 
Christmas. Customers worried - wrongly - that their new 
toys were immediately obsolete. In fact it took at least a 
year for MMX compatible software to start appearing, But 
the incident left a sour taste in many buyer’s mouths. In 
theory the Intel marketing of the time was a gung-ho 
success. In practice, faux pas like these had left AMD with 
an obvious opening, It took no effort at all on AMD’s part 
to portray itself as the underdog competitor, willing to 
provide an alternative to Intel’s wilful and sometimes 
woeful customer relations. 

Whether by sheer luck or by a deliberate strategy, 
AMD could now take advantage of the coup that it had 
been planning. Until the K6, AMD was playing catch-up 
and letting Intel lead. With the Athlon, it came out 
fighting, beating Intel solidly on both price and 
performance. Desktop vendors started to move to AMD in 
droves, and some major cracks appeared in the Intel 
facade. Desktop sales over the next couple of years moved 








After a huge R&D spend, Intel 
introduces the i432. Designed as 
the ultimate 32-bit chip, it never 

works properly, and becomes an 



















8086 Intel and IBM’s combined 
marketing power eliminates 
competition from Zilog and 






Intel announces the 80386, 
and carves out a virtual 
monopoly on the desktop. 






The Intel 33MHz 486 offers a 










National Semiconductor. Only expensive and now forgotten significant speed hike over 
Motorola survives as a competitor disaster. the 386, and also includes a 
built-in FPU. 


with its 6800 range. 
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“Intel's first missteps were along Bidet 
series of PR gaffes that [... ] began One way to tame overheating 


‘ A is more aggressive cooling. 
to erode its image.” Overclockers regularly use 
water cooling, and both Intel 
and AMD have experimented 
with making this a requirement 
for future designs. Liquid 
nitrogen cooling allows 
overclocking of current parts 


given the performance, was so reasonable the chip sold 
itself without needing support from a huge marketing 
spend. Then Intel folded the Pentium Pro features into the 
Pentium II, and left itself without a high end replacement. 





Itanium was supposed to fill the gap, but never fully up to 5GHz and beyond, but is 
delivered on its promises. Instead Athlon stepped in, and possibly a little unwieldy, not 
for a while took the high ground. Intel and AMD have to mention fatal, for casual 
taken to leapfrogging each other. Neither has really been home or business use. A 
AMD's K6 wasn't the most exciting chip of its day, but it made able to stake a solid claim to the middle ground of this compressor design — 
a small dent in Intel's desktop sales. territory. A factor has been the increasing popularity of effectively a small fridge, such 
Linux clustering. Anyone can build a cluster out of any as Pomerelas system= l 
. , . . allows 30 per cent overclocking 
to a more even 50:50 share. In 2002 Intel responded with hardware thaťs cheap or convenient, so branding has at a cost of £420. AIl of these 
a desperate round of price cuts, in an attempt to cut off begun to matter a lot less than cost and convenience. approaches work, but the 
AMD's financial oxygen supply. But the damage had been Itanium remains a fixture at the very high-end significant extra cost is a 
done, and AMD survived a couple of lean years without scientific circuit, providing the raw power for drawback — a problem in a 
problems. Today there’s no longer any stigma associated supercomputers like NASA’s Columbia - a network of market that's more accustomed 
with AMD on the desktop, and the competitors remain more than 10,000 Itanium 2s. This is good for PR, but less to having steep price drops 
evenly matched. relevant to sales. Supercomputers are obviously not a than huge increases. 
volume market, so in terms of actual units that have been 
Small is beautiful sold, Itanium continues to 


It's been a similar story at the budget end. Intel has always remain disappointing. 
had a two-tier strategy, but after the Pentium it lacked a 
product for the lower tier. Enter Celeron. Unfortunately for The business 








Intel, what could have been a triumph turned into a What about business servers? At 
disaster. The first Celeron lacked any cache, and so the budget end, a server is often 
instead of merely being cut down and cheap it looked just a PC in a fancy box with a 
and worked like a needlessly crippled chip. Marketing fancy name, an inflated price, 
power still persuaded many vendors to sell the chips, but and sometimes - but not always 
the reactions from the press and public were less than - with an industrial strength 
fervent, and some even professed to being insulted with a power supply. This part of the 
cut-down crippled cast-off. AMD, which until then had market remains an Intel 
been seen as the natural owner of this space, received an stronghold, because Intel has 
unexpected boost. been able to leverage its close 
Then came Duron, and eventually Sempron, which relationships with vendors to 
offered Athlon-like power at incredibly low prices. Intel’s offer volume discounts and 
subsequent Celerons were more thoughtfully designed, but other incentives. Wthout that 
knowledgeable buyers took to recommending AMD over leverage, AMD has made little 
Intel. Only stalwart vendors like Dell continued to support headway here. 
Intel here, and their contributions couldn’t trump interest The middle and upper 
from the thousands of other budget market vendors that reaches are more complex. In 
compete in this space. terms of turnover, this market 
remains the big prize, with high 
Fast is better margins for chip and system 
At the performance extreme, Intel also dropped the ball. vendors. But it’s a big playing 
The Pentium Pro of the early nineties was the performance field. IBM, Sun, HP and others 
chip to aspire to. It was good for business servers, good for all have a tradition of designing 
scientific and 3D work, and good for rich buyers who their own hardware. So As die size increases the chances of failure increase with it, so 
wanted the ultimate power desktop. The price premium, Intel’s Pentium Pro was seen clean rooms have to become even more sterile and dust-free. 
| M | 1995 
1996 
AMD’s 5x586 puts the company on , 
1994 the map, offering a drop-in 486 AMD offers the K5, which drops 1997 
The AMD 486DxX series appears, replacement that provides better into a P entum Socket 7 slot and AMD responds with the K6, f 
offering higher clock speeds than performance than initial Pentiums. competes significantly on price. another drop-in Pentium 
Intel’s own chips. But AMD fails to But volumes remain relatively low, Market pare da still sees the K5 replacement, but with MMX 
capture more than a few percent of partly because of Intel’s famous ‘Intel as a poor man’s Pentium, and features and improved 


AMD as an ‘also-ran’. 


the market. Inside’ marketing. clock speeds. 


AMD series appears 





The race is on 











The Pentium II appears, in a new 


The Pentium is supposed to The Pentium Pro grabs the proprietary slot format, making it 
offer a huge upgrade over the performance high ground for Intel In a famous marketing blunder, Intel impossible for AMD to clone the 

486, but early models cost far in scientific applications, and also releases MMX Pentiums in January, design. Early steppings with low 

more and run more slowly. makes some headway in the ‘big making many of the previous month’s clock speeds are outperformed 


iron’ server markets. Christmas presents obsolete, and not significantly by K6s. Consumers 
winning itself any friends among start to notice. 
consumer-level buyers. 

‘i 1997 


Intel also loses face with a 
notorious maths division bug 
that afflicts early silicon. 


1993 1997 


1995 
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BEYOND IA-32 


With IA-32 tied to backwards compatibility, 
Intel's engineers decided to bolt-on some new 
features to help give the original Pentium an 
edge in the market. 


MMX The original and worst, this was 
supposed to add high performance maths and 
data manipulation features to the Pentium by 
adding new instructions and new registers. In 
practice MMX was a botched job that added 
integer-only instructions where floating point 
details were required, and did so by causing a 
big performance hit by locking out the FPU 
while MMX was working. 


3D Now! AMD's answer to MMX was aimed 
specifically at the games markets with 
extended instructions for integer arithmetic 
and graphics processing. Incompatibility with 
Intel chips had the potential to lock some 
software to AMD-only machines — a bold 
move, but ultimately an unconvincing one. 
AMD eventually junked 3D Now!, moving 
instead to a compatible implementation of SSE 
— called, bizarrely, 3D Now! Pro. 


SSE This went some way to addressing MMX’s 
shortcomings and mapped out a model for 
future development, but only went some way 
towards fulfilling its promise. The name — 


Streaming Single Instruction 
Multiple Data Extensions — 
suggested a quasi-parallel 
model designed to work on 
big blocks of data, but didn't 
go far enough. Floats were 
limited to single precision, 
the register space was too 
small, and the FPU was still 
locked out while SSE 
instructions were running. 


SSE2 One of the 
distinguishing features of the 
Pentium 4, and is the biggest 
advance in the IA-32 
instruction set for over a 
decade. The SSE2 engine has 
its own high power FPU, a 
large register space capable 
of double precision floats, 
and its own separate 
pipeline logic. Efficiency 
depends on the intelligence of the compiler, 
and some programming quirks make hand 
assembly problematic. But in good hands SSE2 
is capable of stellar results. 


SSE3 This new set of thirteen instructions is 
only available on the latest Pentium 4 


as an interloper when it appeared in 1995. However, 
Synergy with Microsoft and the arrival of the Xeon series 
eventually gave Intel a significant foothold. This was an 
impressive marketing feat, as the first Xeons started as a 
triumph of hype over achievement - early models weren't 


“The first Xeons started as a 


triumph of hype over 


achievement — early models 
weren't noticeably faster ... ” 


noticeably faster or better than existing 
Pentium processors, but they did cost a 
great deal more. However from around 
2000, hyper-threading enhancements 
have offered a more convincing 
technological case. Xeon continues, 
and probably will continue, to 
dominate the x86 server market. 

AMD's first response was the Athlon 


Multiprocessing range, which was disappointing both 
technically and financially, and then the Opteron range, 
which offers a more convincing proposition. AMD scored 
early successes by playing on Opteron’s technological 
strengths to bring onboard engineering-led vendors such 
as Sun and HP. This has rattled Intel, but so far it’s been 
able to take comfort in the fact marketing-led companies 
like Dell have remained faithful. Technically, Opteron has 





In today’s processor designs as much silicon is devoted to scheduling instructions 
efficiently as to performing them. 


processors, and adds some simple extra support for games 
and multimedia. It's been met with mixed support. Many 
developers were hoping for something more revolutionary, 
but Intel has taken the safe option. Next year’s AMD64s will 
also include SSE3. But there's little software support so far, 
and it’s possible the full potential won't be realised until 
Win64 arrives. 


some superiorities to Xeon, and its implementation of 
multiprocessing seems much better. Pricing is also 
competitive. Intel retains a marketing edge here, but AMD 
is beginning to make some inroads. This is perhaps the 
one market where the battle will be fiercest over the next 
few years. 


The art 

As everyone starts to make and edit photos and videos, 
content creation is becoming increasingly prominent. At 
the professional end, this is the Mac exile market, where 
production houses buy ‘big iron machines’ dedicated to 
video, animation, and design. Intel and AMD would like 
to capture this segment for reasons of prestige. But it’s 
never going to be a volume market; sales are in the tens of 
thousands worldwide, compared to millions of 
mainstream desktop sales. 

The Athlon broke open this market for AMD, but 
Intel’s use of enhanced instruction sets like SSE2 and 
SSE3 has given the latter a slight lead, which will 
evaporate next year as soon as AMD incorporates SSE3 
into its designs. 





1998 





motherboards. 


INTEL 





Intel offers the first Celeron, for the 
budget-end of the market. With no 
cache, performance is severly crippled. 
Marketing efforts result in significant 
sales, but informed buyers greet the 1998 
chip with derision. 


1998 
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AMD’s K6-2 and K6-3 start to show significant 
sales headway with consumers. Performance is 
better than Intel equivalents, the price is 
favourable, but a slightly fragile design means 
that the chips only work reliably on approved 


Intel’s Xeon appears as a replacement 
for the Pentium Pro. With an extended 
memory space it’s a popular choice for 
some parts of the server market. Dell 
ties itself closely to Intel in this area. 


1999 






The Athlon Wars 


Intel fires the first shot 
with a new Pentium II], 
with multimedia- 
enhancing SSE 
instructions and once 


more a new socket. But the 
company scores an own goal with an individual chip 
ID that again annoys prospective customers. 


1999 


The increasing popularity of Linux as an 
alternative to Wintel makes AMD the 
darling of the anti-Wintel crowd. Many of 
these users will eventually influence 
buying decisions at the corporate level. 





1999 


AMD introduces the first Athlons. 
With high speeds and a low price 
these are a triumph, giving the 
company a real lead in the consumer 
and scientific arenas for the first time, 
and creating a possible opening for 
server and corporate growth. 





Intel responds to Athlon with the Pentium 
4, which features an enhanced architecture 
and new multimedia features. 
Comparative performance becomes hard 
to quantify, with the Athlon leading on 
general purpose floating point work, but 
the P4 putting in an excellent showing on 
specific tasks like video encoding. 


PA) 






Today, what you buy depends on what software you 


use, and there’s no clear difference - except possibly price 


— between the players. MPEG encoding is an Intel strong 


point, and Pentium 4s regularly do better than Athlons on 


benchmark tests. But rendering environments like 3D 
Studio Max and Lightwave offer a slight edge to AMD. 
While it’s a colourful market segment, both AMD and 
Intel have made only occasional attempts to sell to it 
directly. As long as the overall sales remain low there’s 
relatively little money to be made here, so this is unlikely 
to change. 

In the longer term, content creation is beginning to 
play a bigger part in desktop sales, as home photography 
and video become more important. With SSE3 appearing 
in AMD’s chips, this is one area that’s ripe for a pitched 


battle. Its hard to say who will win, but neither side seems 


to have really grasped the marketing possibilities here. At 
the moment the race is open. 


Play the game 

The gaming market offers a closely related niche, and in 
many ways the same rules apply. Because of the overlap 
with the desktop market, sales are rather much higher. 
But there’s a difference: gamers love to customise their 
machines. They also love to overclock them, one area in 
which AMD took the lead with Athlon, then lost it again 
as Intel relaxed its previously rigid constraints over the 
ability to overclock. 

This is a complicated market segment, with many 
conflicting influences. Politically gamers seem to root for 
the underdog, so AMD has a natural advantage. 
Technologically, recent Intel enhancements give Intel a 
slight frame rate lead, and also make overclocking easier. 
Financially AMD’s better price performance ratio makes 
AMD more popular. And gimmick processors like the 
Pentium 4 Extreme Edition, with its inflated price tag and 
marginal performance gains, are hindering Intel’s case 
more than they're helping it. Overall, this is another small 
market that’s up for grabs. Currently there’s a small AMD 
sales lead, but the market as a whole is another one that’s 
not getting the specialised focus it could benefit from. 


Going mobile 

What about the laptop and other mobile markets? Heat - 
the reduction of it, of course - has always been an issue, 
and this is one area where Athlon couldn’t compete. 


“In the longer term, content 
creation is beginning to play a 
bigger part in desktop sales [...] at 
the moment the race is open.” 


2000 


AMD introduces Duron, an Athlon 
with a cut down core for the budget 
market. Intel responds with the 
Celeron II. AMD wins on price and 
performance and sales are impressive, 
but a certain level of marketing inertia 
keeps Intel in the running. 


PA) 


AMD wins the race to 
1GHz by announcing a 
{GHz Athlon just days 
before Intel’s own 
announcement of the 1GHz 
Pentium II processor. 
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Multiple-core CPUs are the future... 


i eee 
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As new single-core designs start hitting the thermal melt-down wall, both Intel and AMD 
are betting the farm on slower, easier to build, dual and quad core processors. 





Neither could Intel’s Pentium 4, when it first arrived. 
Speed throttling technologies have brought Intel and AMD 
much closer together, and mobile-variants from both Intel 
and AMD have made the race more even, technologically 
speaking. Intel’s marketing masterstroke has been 
Centrino, a chipset with improved battery life and built-in 
WiFi. Technologically none of this is a major innovation. 
But in the notebook market the slimmed-down size and 
enhanced battery life of Centrino models plays well, and 
has given Intel a lead that AMD is still struggling to 
match. AMD-based laptops are still relative rarities and 
until AMD produces a competitor to Centrino, that’s 
unlikely to change. 





2001 


The Athlon Palomino and 
Thoroughbred families 
ramp up speeds to levels 
that continue to be slightly 
ahead of Intel’s designs for 


many applications. 
AMD’s momentum stalls. It’s XP series extends the 


Athlon range with higher speeds, but Intel has leap 
frogged on bus and memory access speeds, so the 





original Athlon edge has been lost. 2002 is the 
‘Year of Confusion’ as neither Intel nor AMD has a 
clear lead. 





Intel launches a price war 
against AMD. With the IT 
market suffering generally, 
both AMD and Intel suffer 
financial damage. 


2001 
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The Itanium story 


A niche product without a niche 


Every so often, Intel gets it spectacularly 
wrong. In many ways Itanium is a replay of 
Intel's 32-bit i432 project of the late 70s. The 
1432 was supposed to offer the next-gen of 
speed and power, with big enhancements 
on the rather creaky x86 architecture, but 
physical examples proved it was a dud. 
Chip technology wasn’t advanced enough 
to make implementation practical, so the 
chips were expensive, slow and lacked the 
mass market appeal of the 80386. 

It's been a similar story with Itanium, 
which is now a ten year collaborative 
project that has resulted in very few actual 
sales. Technically, it offers mixed specs that 
don't stand out in the high-end scientific 
and workstation markets. From a marketing 
point of view, the lower clock speed 
— currently well below 2GHz — makes it 
seem like a poor contender. In fact this is a 
misperception. Floating point performance 
can be stellar — at least by x86 standards 
— and the fastest Itanium models can work 
in a scientific context perhaps twice as fast 
as the fastest Xeon. But its pricing remains 
ludicrous, and with very poor 32-bit 
compatibility, there's little interest outside 


It’s a similar story in the Tablet PC market, which is 
even smaller - perhaps to the extent of being disposable. 
Microsoft’s intentions for Tablet PCs have never caught on 
with the public. What little action there is, is 95 per cent 
Intel, with only a couple of minor vendors like Avertec 


The architecture that was supposed to 
define 64-bit computing. But didn't. 


of these specialised markets. The real 
disaster has been in the business server 
market, where in its first year AMD's 64-bit 
Opteron outsold Itanium by a ratio of at 
least six to one. 

Its poor [A32 compatibility means Intel 
can never hope to move it to the desktop, 
and a barrage of aggressive marketing 
has failed to persuade the markets. HP's 
decision to stop selling Itanium servers 
in September 2004 was perhaps the final 
blow, and a very bitter pill, given that HP 
has been one of the chief collaborators on 
the project. E 





taking a punt on AMD. 


Conclusions 
So where are Intel and AMD today? There are two 





capitalising on its marketing mistakes, and simultaneously 
offering a serious technological challenge to its 
dominance. So AMD’s presence has had a huge influence 
disproportionate to its sales share. In reality the companies 
remain more similar than they are different, with a steady 
flow of engineering talent in both directions. But AMD’s 
mythology as the giant killer has been a huge marketing 
asset. It’s been careful not to play on this too crudely or 
directly, but it remains a factor among many dedicated 
AMD buyers. 

There are three overall lessons. The first is that showy 
marketing matters much less now than it did ten years 
ago, and viral marketing matters much more. Intel has 
swung violently between trying to charm customers with 
cute advertising, and then annoying them with regular 
customer relations mishaps. AMD has sold its technology 
on its own level, and typically left buyers to fill in the 
marketing for themselves. There’s some debate about 
whether this strategy was accidental or deliberate, but in 
marketing terms what matters is that it's been a huge 
success for the company. 

It’s really only the business server market now that 
remains conservative and brand-led to the extent that 
‘Intel Inside’ is any kind of consideration. But even here 
it’s not plain sailing any more. Many businesses run a 
four or five year upgrade cycle, so some corporate and 
enterprise level buyers saw the gigahertz wars as a bad 
and potentially expensive thing rather than a good one. 
This should have been given a clear win to Intel, as it 
picked up on the next upgrade wave. But many CTOs and 
CIOs now have a Linux background, with implicit AMD 
sympathies. So a win here is no longer something Intel 
can take for granted. The key factor will be where Opteron 
goes next. If Dell comes on board, it’s going to be a clear 
win instead for AMD, and Intel could find itself in a 
serious struggle. 

The second lesson is that so far it’s still only really on 
the desktop that AMD has made much headway. This is 
one area where AMD has done a superb job for itself. 
Vendors appreciate the low prices and high margins, and 
computer savvy buyers appreciate the performance and 
the price. But AMD hasn’t carved out a decisive lead 
among power users, content creators, gamers, laptop 
devotees or other specialised users. In all of these 


different races here, one financial, the other defined by 
industry politics, marketing and brand values. In terms of 
total units sold, AMD remains an ‘also ran’. Its market 
share of total x86 sales is around 16%, and it’s only 
intermittently profitable. Financially, Intel remains clearly 
in the lead. 

But the political picture is more balanced. AMD has 
succeeded in its coup. It’s no longer seen as the cheap 


| engineering against entrenched 
option. Instead, buyers now see AMD as the company 5 
that knocked Intel’s former arrogance out of it by brand loyalty. 


Mi 


AMD launches Opteron, a 64-bit 2004 

design aimed at the server market. AMD’s budget Sempron series 
Industry experts are surprised as debuts to mixed reviews. 

over the next year AMD makes Essentially a retread of older 
significant sales to HP, Sun, IBM Athlon technology, AMD fails to 
and others, but less surprised distinguish it sufficiently on 
when Dell refuses to sign up. price from true Athlons. 


“The past remains a fascinating 
mix of hype, hope and 
achievement. The Athlon wars of 
the late 90s pitted inspired 


PAIE) 


AMD launches the first Hammer 
Athlon 64 chips. This is a big PR coup 
for AMD, putting it ahead of Intel in the 
64-bit market. But without 64-bit 


software the potential remains wasted. Multiprocessing ability, not speed, looks set to define sales 


strategies for the rest of the decade. AMD’s sales lag 


behind Intels, but its 64-bit features give it a technological 
lead, and it seems more competent at 90nm fabbing too. 
Now the rest of the industry needs to catch up. 


INTEL 





Intel cancels its 4GHz Pentium 4, and key 
supporter HP pulls out of Itanium sales. 
Itanium has a small presence in scientific 
applications, but annual sales of business 
servers remain pitiful at around 6,000 units. 


Intel capitulates on its own 64-bit 
model by announcing that it will add 
AMD-style 64-bit extensions to new 
products. Mysteriously, there’s no 
mention of this when it also 
announces new Xeons shortly after. 


2004 







2004 
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Stealing a march on Itanium with 
simple and fast 32-bit 
compatibility has given AMD a 
crucial 64-bit edge. 


segments there’s still a lot to 
play for, and in most Intel is 
holding on to a thin but 
significant lead. 

For the future, the lesson is 
that the market is maturing in 
a way that no other market 
has in the past. Car buyers 
know very little about engine 
maintenance, but a surprising proportion of 
computer buyers know enough to fit their own peripherals 
and add extra memory. A significant number follow new 
developments as avidly as they might a favourite soap. 
This leaves both Intel and AMD with a dilemma. The 
gigahertz race which drove the ‘Athlon Wars’ has stalled. 
Intel is having problems at 90nm. AMD seem more fluent 
and arguably have more headroom for speed increases. 
But the real increase between this year’s top AMD clock 
speed and last year’s was just 200MHz. Even with AMD’s 
notorious Pentium-equivalent speed branding, which 
amplifies this tiny change into something that looks much 
more significant, this just isn’t enough to fire up the 
interest of buyers. 

Luckily 64-bit will keep buyer interest high for the next 
couple of years, but both Intel and AMD are betting the 
farm on pushing multiprocessor cores as the new 
substitute for raw speed. This is a risky strategy, with some 
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obvious problems, not least that much of today’s software 
runs slower on a multiprocessor system than a single 
processor one. So without strong software support, which 
may or may not appear, this is going to turn into a very 
hard sell. 


Overall, the past remains a fascinating mix of hype, 
hope and achievement. The Athlon wars of the late 1990s 
pitted inspired engineering against entrenched brand 
loyalty. AMD’s superior technology cuased Intel some 
serious damage, but in the end AMD only gained a 
foothold, and isn’t yet the ‘giant killer’ many fondly 
imagine and sometimes want it to be. Now that the 
technological direction of both is going through a forced 
seismic shift, the next few years will be a lot tougher for 
everyone. It’s going to be interesting to see what the rest of 
the decade delivers. PCP 








ACTION REPLAY 


Competition between Intel and 
AMD may seem like a new 
thing, but in fact it dates back 
to the earliest years of the 
microprocessor. AMD's 290x 
series was a four-bit, bit-slice 
design that was being used to 
build 32-bit hardware back in 
the late 70s. It was never a 
simple drop-in solution like 
Intel's 8080, but its flexibility 
and power acquired something 
of a cult following. History 
repeated itself again with an 
early 90s battle between the 
i960 and the AMD 29000 
microcontrollers. Intel stole a 
lead on AMD, but then had to 
drop the i960 after a lawsuit 
from DEC. 
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Internet telephony has much to offer, but the technology is young and 
making the wrong choice could cost you big, says Richard Wentk 


industry buzz over the Voice over IP Protocol 

(VoIP), the breakthrough technology thaťs already 
remarkable for having made basic telephony interesting 
again. Forget wires. Enough of Wi-Fi. VoIP is the way to go. 

You’ve almost certainly heard the buzzword but may 

not know just how it can help you. The promises are 
impressive. VoIP champions claims that it will eliminate all 
call charges between offices, cut domestic and 
international phone costs and give your business a virtual 
switchboard that can take calls at any location in the 
world with a broadband connection. We’ve even been 
given exciting glimpses of a video future, with VoIP 
making things like video conferencing commonplace. All 
this potential has generated intense interest in business 


T he faint dialling tone-like hum you can hear is the 


and home users alike, with providers pitching to everyone, 
from families to multinational enterprises. The problem is 
that only a small group of consultants and providers seem 
to know where the buttons are, and even fewer know how 
to get everything working reliably in a company. 

As it stands, VoIP suffers from three problems. First, it’s 
a technology rather than a solution, with different services 
at different levels of cost and complexity. Secondly, it’s not 
a new idea. Anyone who’s experimented with the abysmal 
call quality, random breaks and the other nightmares of 
56K Internet telephony can be forgiven for feeling jaded 
about the idea. However, while the idea may be the same, 
the technology is not. VoIP is still fighting its way out from 
under a cloud of misperceptions, prejudice and 
mistrust, but it’s undeniably here to stay. 
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Aside from the obligatory 
broadband connection (allow 
at least 64Kbps in both 
directions per caller), you'll 
need a gateway or switch, a 
broadband compatible IP 
phone, or to install softphone 
software on your PC and use it 
along with a headset and 
microphone combination. 

Specialist IP phones are 
available from Snorm (www. 
snorm.com), ZyXEL (www. 
zyxel.com) and others — the 
prices range from £50 to £250. 
If you want to keep your 
existing office phones, you can 
use an adaptor such as the 
Sipura 2000 (about £85 from 
Gossiptel (www.gossiptel. 
com) to give each phone a 
unique IP address. Just set up 
the networking details using 
the adaptor’s web 
configuration utility, and it's 
ready to start working. 


IP TELEPHONY 





What's it all about? 


At its basic level, VoIP is sending and receiving data in 
digital packets (see ‘How VoIP works, p128), much as you 
might send a file or view a picture. Anyone can try it 
simply by setting up a copy of Skype (www.skype.com), 
and plugging in either a microphone or headset. Skype 
offers a mix of dedicated VoIP and peer-to-peer 
technologies to power its service. “We have one user who 
runs a virtual company with everyone working from 
around the world,” says one Skype spokesperson. “As soon 
as someone joins, he gives them a Skype account and, 
from then on, all the calls between them cost nothing. He 
says that he’s saved thousands of pounds in call charges.” 

This is perfectly acceptable for home use, and may 
even be enough for a small office. Having access to these 
free calls means that you can start saving money 
immediately, and more adventurous spending on 
equipment like IP phones and adaptors makes it possible 
to create systems that are almost identical to standard 
installations. The biggest disadvantage is that it’s tough to 
arrange transparent calls to the outside world. Skype 
features the ability to buy cheap calling time, but the 
process isn’t as transparent as many would like. 





Not only are you saving money 
with VoIP, you're also able to 
conduct important business 
calls from the comfort of home. 


Phoning the hardware way 
Most business users prefer a true phone-based VoIP 
system that isn’t software-dependent. The next level up 
from basic messaging products is a solution that 
distinguishes external phone connections from an internal 
IP network. Under this system, the old-style phone 
switchboard, known as PBX, remains fitted for outside 
calls, while those in the building itself remain free. 
Off-the-shelf solutions are readily available, and 
configuration is easy for anyone with intermediate to 
advanced IT skills. The English National Opera recently 
moved to this kind of VoIP network. The ENO’s technical 
director, Rob Childs, explains “We didn’t want to lose our 
existing PBX, as that would have been a huge waste of 
money. What we have is an integrated system which links 
to both the wireless network and PBX. Users see a phone 
on the desk and they dial an extension number exactly as 
before. I can’t put a specific figure on the cost savings, but 
with our sites around London and a few hundred staff, it’s 
not hard to see that they’re substantial.” 


Breaking away from the wires 

This more advanced and explicitly business-oriented part 
of the VoIP market is turning into a battleground between 
established telcos, mid-market consultancies and small 
start-ups. To confuse matters further, newcomers are 
trialling dial-out facilities, where you can use your VoIP 
system to call regular numbers at cheap rates. These 
services don’t offer the facilities for outsiders to dial-in 
from a standard phone, but Skype has promised that this 
is coming in the not too distant future. 


VolP service round-up 


Although commercial VolP is still relatively new, there is already a wide range of providers 


As ever, don't simply decide from the 
prices. Find out if you'll be charged 

by the minute or by the second, and 

if there's a minimum charge. Also 
important is a service level agreement, 


of service (QoS) model 


and whether the provider uses a quality 


voice messages over other digital traffic. 
Most of these services require a 
phone adaptor, a special broadband 


phone or software, and a handset to 
use your PC as a phone. Mid-level 

and corporate providers will usually 
negotiate a package solution that can't 
be quantified by a basic table. E 


to prioritise your 


VOIP SERVICE ROUND-UP 


Although commercial VolP is still relatively new, theres already a wide range of services, often well established, available from UK providers. The number and quality of extras will vary, so ask the supplier. Find 
out, too, if calls will be charged by the second or by the minute, and if theres a minimum charge. Also important is a service level agreement, and whether the provider uses a quality of service (QoS) model to 
prioritise your voice messages over other digital traffic. 


BT Broadband Voice 








Service BT Communication Gradwell Virtual Pipecall Skypeout Smallworld 
Centrex 

Price (per month) £6.50 None None £2.99 1.2p From £10 for gateway 

Cost of call per minute 3p 3p 2.5p 1.25p 1.1p 13p 

to UK landline 

Set-up charge None None None £14.99 (£10 free calls) None None 

Info www.btbroadbandvoice.com = www.bt.com/ www.gradwell.com/voip www.pipemedia.com www.skype.com www.itsasmallworld.com 


btcommunicator 





Do you keep your old 
number for incoming 
calls?* 


No, new 0500 


Yes No, 0800/0870 No, 0845 


No 0845/08/0/0/09 must be 
bought or rented (from £3) 


No, Skype users only 


Notes: most services require a phone adaptor, a special broadband phone (or software), and a handset to use your PC as a phone. Mid-level and corporate solution providers, such as hSo and Cable & 
Wireless, will usually negotiate a package solution that can't be quantified in a simple table. “Ofcom has allocated a non-geographic code, 056, for UK VoIP providers to offer customers, as part of its new 


resolution to standardise the market. 
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The Cable & Wireless option, IP Voice, is a real Rolls- 
Royce service. “When we begin discussions, we send in a 
pre-sales engineer and account manager and they liaise 
with the client to produce not just the best possible 
solution, but a roadmap that includes strategic planning,” 
says its director of marketing, Rob Thomas. 

The fate of the PBX is essential to VoIP systems. The 
English National Opera’s system is still in place, but many 
other customers are better off simply shifting to a virtual 
model. Avnre Pelg, products and services director at hSo, 
explains: “The benefit is that all the usual PBX functions - 
voicemail, voice menus, queuing and diverting - can be 
done at a secure location. As long as you have a handset 
and IP connection, it no longer matters where people are.” 

This has interesting implications, not just for those who 
need mobility, but for larger managed projects, such as 
call centres. “Our own was an interesting exercise in what 
you can do,” says Peleg, “We blend all incoming contact - 
voice, email, messaging and even video conferencing - via 
a single network that handles response scheduling and 
queuing. People can be here, at home or in another 
country. It’s very easy to build up a virtual phone network 
and reconfigure it to match demand.” 


The big issues 

If you still feel VoIP is for you, distinguishing between the 
different providers isn’t as difficult as it may seem. Call 
quality and service levels are two of the key differences 
between consumer and business level offerings, and need 
to be assessed carefully. Existing telephone reliability is 
99.99 per cent reliable. VoIP isn’t always so solid. “You 
ideally need a guaranteed 64K uplink and downlink,” said 
Richard Ashton, head of support at Gradwell. “If you don’t 


IP TELEPHONY 


Any headset can give your computer access to 
VoIP technology, but you'll get the best results 
from dedicated kit, such as this Microsoft set. 


have that to spare, quality can suffer and you may get 
drop-outs.” The reliability issue is a result of VoIP’s status 
as a technological work in progress, which means that the 
underlying industry standards aren’t always compatible 
with one another. While high-end products from industry- 
leaders will usually work reliably, open source packages 
like Asterix (www.asterix.org) seem less robust. 

Provided you have the technical savvy, you can solve 
bandwidth problems by setting up your network to reserve 
a certain amount of bandwidth for voice traffic. When 
voice packets travel on the Internet, they’re competing with 
less time-sensitive activities, such as email and web 
surfing. Crowding and network delays can cause uneven 
arrival of voice packets and small delays in conversation. 
Voice quality can also suffer when the codecs buffer and 
compress speech. 

Making sure that these problems don’t occur is one of 
the responsibilities of true business-level suppliers. For 
instance, hSo promises to minimise the occurrence of 
drop-outs and low-quality calls by sending voice traffic on 
its own circuits, bypassing the Internet entirely. “People 
want a system where the dialling tone is always there and 
quality doesn’t vary,” says Peleg.. “This isn’t quite possible 
with VoIP yet and, in practice, it always varies a little, 
especially at peak times to remote destinations.” 


Call, interrupted 

The big risk is that, being digital, IP phones can become 
useless if mains power fails. Even if all is well, the codec 
situation can prove difficult, with incompatibilities 
between systems making it impossible to contact certain 
locations and users. And you can’t phone everybody in 
any event. Some VoIP providers limit the number of 
countries that can be called, while others have their 
own specific restrictions. Customers of BT’s 
Broadband Voice home VolP service 
(www.btbroadbandvoice.com) 
are reminded on the website that 
they canno’t call premium rate 
numbers, non-mobile 
personalised numbers, the 
operator, non-BT directory 
enquiries, faxes, emergency 
services and dial-up ISPs. Provider lock-in 
is another gotcha; suppliers only allowing free calls 
to other users of their servicer you punch in. 


VolP in the real world 


Alex Blore of IT consultancy Lexa decided to try out a VoIP system from Gradwell last year 


PIGGY-BACKING 


The top three things to 
remember are that VoIP isn't a 
solution, it’s a technology. It 
can be implemented usefully 
at three levels of sophistication 
— free systems that piggy-back 
existing computer-based 
messaging, true IP phone 
systems for free IP calls, and 
mid-level and upwards 
bespoke business solutions. 

Budget solutions are 
adequate for start-ups and 
very small businesses, but 
they may suffer from some 
minor call quality issues. If 
your company relies heavily on 
voice traffic and thus needs 
high reliability, choose a 
business-level solution. 

VoIP doesn't just offer direct 
call cost savings, but leads to 
indirect savings and new ways 
of working. Automated call 
routing, for example, can lead 
to more flexible working 
methods, lower costs and 
built-in scalability that isn't 
offered by conventional 
telephony solutions. 


It's a VoIP phone but, in 
practice, you're unlikely to 
notice much visual difference 
between types. 












“We had been using ISDN2e for a long 
time and decided to try out the service 
from Gradwell to look into potential 
savings. The installation was very 
simple. The network cabling was in 
place already. While the VoIP system 
isn't quite a direct drop-in replacement, 
there's not much more to it than 
plugging in the IP phones, and setting 
them up to point to Gradwell’s server. A 
few more tweaks and that’s it. It’s ready 
to go. Once it's up and running, we 
have numbers that route automatically 


to specific phones, no matter where 
they're plugged in. We pay Gradwell a 
set amount per number per month. We 
have 2MB broadband here, and quality 
has never been an issue. 

“In terms of costs, it's significantly 
cheaper than ISDN, but we did lose 
some of that with the Snom 200 phones 
we bought. We could have bought 
cheaper models, but they do work 
very well. But the thing about VoIP is 
that it’s not just the immediate costs 
that are saved. | now spend more time 


working from home, because incoming 
calls can be routed straight to my IP 
phone wherever it is. This saves a lot 
of fuel each day. Multiply this by a few 
employees, or a few tens of employees, 
and it soon starts to mount up. 
Customers can call me for free; some 
of our suppliers have the service so | 
call them for free as well. You can get 
answers quicker than trying to look 
something up on the web.Overall, it's 
not just about saving money but about 
changing the way you work.” E 





Alex Blore believes that, with 
VoIP in place as a business 
system, you can save money 
and change the way you work. 
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The A-Z of 
ecommerce 


A is for Actinic 
B 


Whether you are taking your first 
steps into ecommerce or looking 
for a powerful, flexible package 
for a growing business, you 
should talk to the recognised 
ecommerce leaders. 


Our award-winning ecommerce 
solutions offer a unique 
combination of great value, 
depth of features and industrial- 
strength security; combined 
with search engine-friendly 
design and comprehensive 
Support options. 


Choose from: 

e Actinic Catalog, the ideal 
ecommerce Start-up. 

e Actinic Business, for the 
serious business user and 
larger-volume store. 

Actinic Developer, the tool of 
choice for web professionals. 


For a FREE 30-day trial visit 
Www.actinic.co.uk/online 
Or call 0845 358 8728 

to find out more. 


‘The definitive example 
of the breed’ — PC Plus 
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How VolP Works 


VolP can be installed to work with or without the old telephone in your office, better known as a PBX. The three 

set-ups illustrated here are among the solutions offered by Inclarity, a white label service provider. One option is 
to use special broadband phones - IP handsets supporting the Media Gateway Control Protocol, and a switch to 
convert an analog audio signal into voice packets for VoIP transmission. Another is to use normal analog phones 





and an IP gateway before the switch, converting the signal on demand. 
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In some cases, voice 
packets may need to 
travel over the network 
of a partner, such as an 
Internet Service Provider 


These kinds of limitations may not be show- 
stoppers, but they underline that VoIP technology 
isnt quite a drop-in replacement for an existing 
phone system. It’s too early to start wondering 
about those video systems. Adding a webcam to 
the system is easy, but not currently very useful. 


The cost service 

Experienced providers can provide reassurance 
about all of these issues. Those that haven’t been 
in the business for quite as long are more likely to 
provide a cheaper solution, but one or more of the 
technical pitfalls risk making it less than bullet- 
proof. Whichever level of service you decide on 
will reflect your own business priorities. This is 
one area where a little research can pay huge 
dividends later. 

Is VoIP the answer, or a business problem? On 
balance, the case looks solid. The most important 
is that your expectations have to be realistic, 
because there’s still something of a trade-off 
between providers that can offer an assured level 
of service, and those that pitch the cheapest calls. 
Overall, it’s hard not to save money with VoIP at 
every possible level of implementation. 

In fact, its possible to see the beginnings of a 
free-access, semi-underground VoIP culture that 
bypasses existing call charges between 
businesses and, in some cases, between 
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ROUTER 


Here, Inclarity uses gateways to convert 
digital calls back to analog to travel on 
the PSTN, so you avoid BT charges 


PSTN is shorthand for public switched 
telephone network, the national analog 
link. BT plans to replace it with an IP 
network by 2013 


businesses and their private customers. This 
culture may inadvertently produce the biggest 
threat to VoIP: government regulation. 

VoIP is currently a free-for-all. But the telecoms 
regulator Ofcom could decide to apply restrictive 
legislation that will force VoIP providers to look, act 
and spend like the existing telcos. This will almost 
certainly put many budget suppliers out of 
business, and may kill the low-cost VoIP call 
market outright. Similar legislation is tabled for the 
US and will affect US-based suppliers. 

It’s one of the ironies of regulation that 
businesses crafting their own DIY solutions will 
remain safe. Talking to yourself, in business terms, 
doesn’t put you in competition with BT. But the 
providers currently competing with the bigger 
telcos may find themselves up against a regulatory 
wall next year. Some cautious companies are 
deciding to trade off potential savings now in 
return for certainty about the state of play after 
any impending shakeout. 

The final verdict has to be that, given the 
potential, there’s every reason to look into VoIP 
because the technology offers the potential to more 
than implement a cheap phone service. Over the 
next few months, regulatory issues will become 
clear. After that, itll be full steam ahead, with VoIP 
shaping the way that companies talk to themselves 
and the outside world. PCP 
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in business 


Security-conscious John Skeoch washes his hands and tests 
the latest in biometric fingerprint and iris scanning technology 


ave you ever had to prove you are who you say you 
H) are? Or perhaps, in your youth, validate your age? 
Proving your identity often amounts to little more than 
providing a collection of credit cards, a driving licence or 
perhaps even a utility bill. The feeling of successfully 
convincing whoever challenged your identity is often 
closely followed by a nagging worry regarding the ease at 
which it was achieved. In this information age, the threat of 
identity theft poses a serious and rapidly growing problem. 
However, despite its cost of over £1.3billion to the British 
economy every year, this crime is one that both businesses 
and the Government have only recently begun to address. 
In the UK, the government has been investigating the idea 
of using biometrics for some time. The principal drive of the 
plan is to phase out the existing passport system and 
introduce advanced passports and identity cards that would 


store biometric information, which could be compared to 
the current holder to validate his or her identity. However, 
these plans have met some considerable resistance, with 
opponents to the system disturbed by the implications it 


PHYSICAL SECURITY 


Authentication Camera BM-DT120E 


PRICE £330 (£280 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.panasonic.co.uk INFO 0870 010 0464 


hen you talk to people about 
biometrics, conversation invariably 

turns to its various appearances in 
movies, which is hardly surprising when 
you consider that this is the only time 
most people see such technologies in 
operation. Most iris scanners are used as 
an alternative to swipe card entry systems, 
making them only suitable for fixed 
locations. The Panasonic Authentication 
Camera offers a portable desktop solution 
and provides another alternative to the 
use of passwords. Doubling up as a VGA 
webcam, the BM-DT120E offers excellent 
picture quality with a smooth frame rate. 
The focus on the webcam is manual and, 
should the user be a little camera shy, 
there's a physical shutter to ensure no 
unwanted images can be taken. 

Installation of the authentication camera 
is an extremely convoluted affair, with only 
basic accompanying documentation. Once 
finally successfully installed, the biometric 
software is a much simpler process, with 
the Iridian Technologies program requiring 
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four viable captures of the user's iris to 
create a template for security. Each of the 
iris images needs to be recorded with the 
camera approximately 19 to 21in from 

the users. To aid the process, an orange 
indicator ring glows around the capture 
lens, switching to green once the iris is 
successfully focused. While the iris element 
is handled by Iridian’s Private ID2.2, the 
Panasonic package uses a second security 
software solution called Securesuite 3.5, 
written by I/O software. This application 
lacks the refinement of some of its 
competitors but makes up for its aesthetic 
failings by providing a completely secure 
interface. Iris recognition promises to offer 
even higher odds of falsely matching an 
attacker's iris with a genuinely enrolled 
template, and thankfully isn't confused 

by glasses or contact lenses. However, 

it should be noted that the odds of a 

real user being refused access are 
considerably higher. 


could have for data protection, and by the worrying 
potential for information propagation. 


Fearing new technology, 

The use of biometrics is gaining momentum each day, 

with more and more countries looking to adopt the 
technology, either for border control or, in some cases 
managing benefit entitlement. This is indirectly good news 
for business as it makes introducing such technology less 
alien. However, such high profile projects draw the 
unwanted attention of tabloids that typically undermine the 
strength of these systems and end up creating an 
uninformed backlash against the technologies, encouraging 
people to fear the potential for invasion of privacy. Examples 
of poor reporting have quoted erroneous figures, such as 
iris recognition having a one per cent chance of confusing 
two different peoples irises, when the reality of this 
occurring is statistically greater than a billion to one. 

To better understand the performance of each form 

of biometrics, its important to understand some key 
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PHYSICAL SECURITY 
ControlSphere Biometric Edition 


PRICE £269 (£229 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.chirson.co.uk INFO 0700 562 0480 


Biometric Verification 


he most common, and indeed popular, other programs tested, ControlSphere 
Q... of biometrics are fingerprint and voice continues to refine its original 
systems. However, there are numerous packages enrolment template by adding the 
that offer unique alternatives with varying success. results from successful logins. By 
ControlSphere, from Latvian software developers appending additional material to the 
Secure Systems Ltd, combines cutting-edge original enrolment, the package is 
algorithms and a simple webcam to offer voice, better able to deal with various lighting 
face and ‘mimic’ biometrics. This three-factor conditions, and also physical changes 
solution employs biometrics, a cryptographic USB in the actual user. In practice, varying 
key and a strong password to ensure critical data lighting conditions can cause a higher 
doesn't leak out. The core strength of the system FRR percentage to occur during the first 
is its flexibility, as the software can be used on a two weeks, effectively forcing the user 
wide variety of webcams or cryptographic keys. to revert to passwords. However, after 
However, the installation procedure requires a some perseverance, the system begins 





good knowledge of Windows security, as the host 
system needs to be correctly configured before the 
application can be used. 

Enrolling the software is a different matter. 
The powerful application simply requires users 
to repeat the action or phrase three times 
before it’s ready to use. Unlike many of the 


to successfully recognise its operator 
much more frequently. 

The software is designed to operate with a range 
of cryptographic USB keys from Eutron, Aladdin 
and Rainbow. During the testing, a Crypto Identity 
5 USB key was used. Much of the emphasis of the 
other tested devices is placed on strengthening 


but simplifying the use of security. Yet, by 
utilising this type of powerful ‘three factors’ 
security, there's actually more potential to get 
locked out of the system! 





must be prepared to provide an iris scan. If this sounds like 
an objectionable procedure, rest assured that the whole 
process takes less than 10 seconds and only involves 
looking at a blank visor that uses a low power infrared 
beam to record the unique pattern of your iris. Such projects 
are driven in the UK by a need to rationalise the use of the 
services, such as free health care. However, in the US, the 
principal motivation is security and specifically the continued 
war on terrorism. The new system promises to be able to 
compare an iris scan to literally millions of records, looking 
for exiled or potentially dangerous citizens in mere seconds. 
While such a massive undertaking seems destined to = 


measurements by which each solution is gauged. All of the 
devices have what's known as FAR (Failure Acceptance 
Rates) and FRR (Failure Rejection Rat es). These two rates 
are often expressed as percentages and refer to the number 
of times a device will incorrectly accept an unauthorised 
user out of a hundred, and, conversely, the number of times 
a genuine user will be refused access. 


Visitor iris scanning 

In the US, the use of biometrics has been rapidly brought 
into effect as a way of increasing the security of border 
crossing, and from 26 October, each new visitor to the US 


PHYSICAL SECURITY 


ThumbDrive Swipe 128MB 


PRICE £99 (£84 ex vat) SUPPLIER www.chirson.co.uk INFO 0700 562 0480 


arrying a laptop or expensive PDA 
O; you in some parts of the world is 
akin to wearing a placard bearing the words 
‘please mug me’. However, without the 
benefit of a secure connection, transporting 
information physically from site to site can 
often be the best method of ensuring it 
remains protected. Trek, manufacturer of 
the incredibly successful ThumbDrive, has 
just introduced its new secure solution: the 
ThumbDrive Swipe. Available in a variety of 
sizes, from as small as 16MB to a massive 
2GB, the ThumbDrive Swipe provides 
portable storage that eliminates the threat 
of data being stolen by securely locking and 
encrypting the data stored on it. 

The installation procedure is well 

documented and easy to follow, and 
with a false acceptance rate of one in 
23,000 - sufficiently secure for most 
applications. In the initial set-up, the 


user can specify to enable access via 

a password, or through the use of the 
CMOS-based biometric swipe system. 

If the user selects the biometric option 
without a successful swipe from an enrolled 
fingerprint, the drive can't be accessed. At 
only 30g, this lightweight drive offers a 
simple way to secure files off a network 
and, if necessary, allows vital data to be 
stored off-site overnight without fear of 
compromise. By enabling fingerprints to 

be captured without having to come into 
contact with the device, the ThumbDrive 
Swipe eliminates any misgivings employees 
might have about the hygiene of sharing 
equipment. Another benefit of the zero 
contact scanning is the reduction in wear 
and tear from any pressure applied to the 
computers USB sockets. 
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PHYSICAL SECURITY 


Microsoft Optical Desktop 


PRICE £70 (£60 ex VAT) SUPPLIER www.microsoft.com/uk INFO 0870 601 0100 





ecurity isn't the only reason for utilising 
biometrics. Often, the sheer number of 
usernames and passwords accumulated through 
everyday computer use can become somewhat 
overwhelming. Coining the phrase ‘password 
fatigue’, Microsoft has released its latest Optical 
Desktop, which now features a fingerprint reader. 
This combination of multifunction keyboard and 
wireless mouse is primarily aimed at security- 
conscious consumers and is designed to alleviate 
the chore of remembering numerous login details. 
However, for smaller businesses, there's no reason 
why this technology can't be applied to great 
effect for capturing logon details. By switching 

to using a fingerprint reader, countless hours 

of a network administrator's time in resetting 
passwords can be avoided, though it's important 
to note that the Optical Desktop is aimed at 
making life easier. It's not a replacement for other, 
more powerful, desktop security measures. 

The Optical Desktop set-up itself is predictably 
user-friendly, with the Digital Persona password 
manager needing to be installed first before the 
more familiar Intellipoint software. As with all 
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biometrics systems, 
a user needs to be 
enrolled before it 
can be activated, 
and the software 
wisely suggests 
capturing prints from a 
minimum of two fingers. 
The process is all wizard- 
driven and extremely easy 
to follow. Once everything 
is correctly configured, the 
keyboard software then 
automatically controls system 
access and additional features, such as the 
ability to encrypt files, or use the fingerprint 
reader to insert personal login details for 
individual website access. 

Using the optical fingerprint reader is far 
more successful than the pressure-based 


systems we tested, with the software matching 
the fingerprint even with the finger placement 


at 180° from the original enrolment. On the 


downside, the sensor is constantly illuminated 


failure, its worth considering that a similar, albeit smaller, 
system has been in operation in the United Arab Emirates 
since July 2003. This system makes 3.5 billion iris comparisons 
daily, looking for travellers on a ‘watch list’ of 500,000 citizens. 
The roll out of scanners encompasses all 17 airports in the 
UAE and, since Its introduction, the system has never once 
falsely matched a traveller with any identity other than their 
own. The strength of such biometrics systems relies on three 
crucial considerations: firstly, the element youre choosing to 
measure (it's important to pick the right measurement to suit 
the right application). For example, scanning the tiny 
capillaries on the retina of the human eye offers a totally 
individual key for each and every user. However, employing 


whats viewed by many as an invasive scan for an 
application requiring minimal security, is likely to be 

hard to sell to employees. The next aspect to take into 
consideration is the quality of the information actually 
recorded. While biometrics are improving all the time, a 
system that can read the iris of an unwilling participant or 
scan the prints of a clenched fist, is unlikely to become a 
reality for some time yet, if ever. As such, with any 
biometric security, enrolment needs to be closely 
monitored. This can help to avoid the entry of easily 
defeated templates, such as smudged fingerprints or 
printed iris images. Finally, the architecture of the system 
itself is vitally important. What use is the world’s best retina 
scanner If practically anyone can alter the records with 
impunity? Care should also be taken to screen any cabling, 
so unencrypted biometric templates can't be hijacked from 
the unshielded network. 


PCPlus 225 | January 2005 





and exhibits a distracting flicker that threatens 
to throw you into hypnosis (but it will look great 
on Christmas Day). On top of this minor irritation, 
there's another problem: the sensor surface is 
slightly sticky and is unlikely to be popular with 
users of shared computers, especially if any 
member of the family doesn’t wash their hands 
after a trip to the toilet. 





In attendance at the Biometrics 2004 conference, 

Philip Statham, chairman of the UK government Biometrics 
Working Group, was keen to underline that Biometrics are 
just another tool in the repertoire of security techniques, and 
shouldnt be used as a magical solution to all our security 
issues. He went on to reinforce this message with practical 
advice about employing robust procedures alongside 
improved environmental security. The importance of this 
message has recently been underlined by the work of 
Professor Tsutomu Matsumoto. The professor was able to 
spoof many of the leading fingerprint devices and several 
of the more common iris recognition cameras, including 
an earlier version of the Panasonic camera being reviewed 
today, through the use of gummy fingers or artificial irises. 
Many of the leading manufacturers have utilised Professor 
Matsumotos work to improve the design of their cameras, 
which now look for a number of indications of life. This 
‘liveness’ testing, as it's referred to, is seen as the next big 
challenge in biometrics, with much of the current research 
looking to barricade the technologies against attacks of this 
nature. At present, the only iris scanner to utilise all 16 of the 
professors suggestions is the LG3000, which, among the 
other anti-spoofing measures, identifies the depth of the 
eyeball as well as monitoring for the light-absorbing 
properties of the iris. Aside from the potential problems 

of intruder attacks on the devices themselves, more 
immediate issues focus on attacks on the implementation 
of biometrics. As with any significant change in the 
procedure of a business environment, its vitally important 
to be sensitive to your workforces requirements. For 
example, while fingerprint recognition is an inexpensive 
and easily accessible technology, some cultures have 
deep-seated reservations about touching commonly 

used devices. 

Biometrics continues to evolve and employ ever more 
intriguing ways of identifying individuals; the most recent 
areas of research include optical deep tissue measurement, 
ultrasonic imaging and thermography. Hopefully, they'll 
prove less daunting than their names suggest. PCP 
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PCPlus LAB TEST 


Pe 


Frank Charlton looks beyond the obsession with features to 
find the best mastering, disc authoring and burning package 


roducing your own CDs in a wide variety of 

P formats has been possible for so long now 
that it seems old hat by today’s standards. 
Moving on from basic 650MB discs, we come to 
DVD production, and what was once the preserve 
of professional studios, the idle rich and 
magazine journalists, has also well and truly 
moved into the mainstream. 

Couple this ubiquity with the fact that every PC 
under the sun comes with some sort of rewriteable 
optical storage drive and the software required to 
use it, and a single question arises: how do you 
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choose between packages? Indeed, should you 
bother looking elsewhere if your PC already has 
burning software already installed? 

Software manufacturers seem to think that the 
answer lies in one area — the race to add more 
features to a product than any of the competition. 
The most well-known companies are Roxio and 
Ahead, and both can be considered guilty of 
participating in the pointless features race. To our 
mind, a good all-round burning package requires 
more than a feature list longer than Bill Gates’ 
rather attractive bank statement... 





Frank Charlton 


frank.charlton @futurenet.co.uk 


Name a disc format or audio 
extension and Frank Charlton has 
probably burned it, the resident 
burning expert that he is 
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DISC AUTHORING 


AHEAD Nero 6 Reloaded 


PRICE £57 (£49 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.ahead.de 


CPU 300MHz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 95B or later 
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Value 





Features 


Performance 





OVERALL 


Ov CD or DVD authoring to anyone who owns a PC 
and you can guarantee that the name Nero Burning 
ROM will crop up at some point in the conversation. This is a 
package that everyone at least knows about, and rightly so. 
The winner of multiple awards, Nero has long been 
something of a benchmark in the disc authoring market. The 
current version has been rebranded by Ahead and now goes 
under the slightly less clumsy name of Nero 6 Reloaded. 
Never a company to let its products stand still, Ahead has 
revamped Nero numerous times since version 6 was first 
released, and the Reloaded package is no exception. 

All of Neros core components have been tweaked and 
upgraded since we last looked at the package in PC Plus 
216. While many of the improvements are slight and of a 
more technical nature, they do show Ahead's serious 
commitment to making Nero the most comprehensive 
package available. Its ability to verify written data onto more 
disc formats than ever is hardly something to write home 
about. What is very welcome, however, is the ability to 
manually set the book type for DVD media. If you have a 
machine that theoretically plays DVD+R discs but never 
seems to quite manage it, manually changing the media 
book type to DVD-ROM will force many machines to play 
the disc perfectly. Indeed, our tests even persuaded an 
older set-top DVD player to work with DVD+R discs when it 
never has done before. 

NeroVision Express is now in Its third iteration, and is 
looking extremely good indeed. The support for the DVD-VR 
format created by set-top DVD recorders is now second to 
none, and can import and edit footage created by a 
massive number of devices. This includes the DVD-RAM 
media used by Panasonic and others, assuming your PC 
drive supports it. Nero is now the top package for 


CYBERLINK Power2Go 4 


PRICE £22 (online only — no VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.gocyberlink.com 
INFO www.gocyberlink.com 


CPU 800MHZz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 


CYBERLINK POWER2GO0 4 


00000 
00000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 
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OG is a company famed for many products but, 
until now, a general disc authoring and burning 
package has never been one of them. While the company 
has offered some very powerful solutions in the video 
editing and DVD-Video authoring markets for years, CyberLink 
has never produced an integrated mastering and burning 
package before now. 

In typical CyberLink word-linking and odd capitalisation 
naming conventions, this package is called Power2Go 4. 
What you get is a package capable of creating data, audio 
and video content and then burning directly to a wide range 
of optical discs, including the latest DVD+R9 dual-layer discs. 

The data content tools are often what you would expect 
and are well up to par with the competition. A standard 
multi-pane Windows interface is used, and the program 
looks much like the excellent freeware CDBurnerXP 
application. Drag-and-drop is the order of the day, and 
simple data volume creation is as easy and intuitive as any 
other package on test this month. 

Tools to create standard white book audio CDs playable 
on any device are present and correct but, like the data 
mastering tools, they're all rather ordinary, for want of a better 
word. Power2Go supports the usual triumvirate of audio file 
types: MP3, WAV and WMA, as well as direct extraction from 
existing audio CDs but, again, theres a lamentable lack of 
support for both Ogg Vorbis and AAC encoding or decoding. 
You can tweak track gaps and edit CD-Text entries directly, but 
thats about all you can do before you burn to disc. 

As youd expect from the company’s product lineage, the 
ability to burn both photo slideshows and DVD-Video discs is 
also present. Neither of these functions stands out over 
anything the competition has to offer, and this is where the 
rot starts to set in. Perhaps the best word to describe all of 
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It may not look different from previous versions, but there's been 
some welcome tinkering beneath Nero’s hood. 


remastering your recordings from TV to new discs, and 
leaves the competition standing still in this respect at least. 

One completely new and unique feature is Nero 
MediaHome. This is Aheads new server technology for 
sharing digital media across a LAN to devices that support 
the UPnP protocol. This includes other PCs with a copy of the 
Nero ShowTime player, as well as standalone devices and, in 
theory, games consoles such as Microsoft's Xbox. 

As it stands, its now incredibly difficult to find any fault 
with Nero. It'S a superb package capable of doing everything 
you could want to do with optical discs, and then some. 
Ahead is pushing hard to live on the cutting edge of disc 
authoring technology, and this latest release of Nero is 
something everybody should have. 
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Call us old and cynical if you like, but the CyberLink Power2Go 
package positively defines the word ‘ordinary’. 


Power2Gos functions is mundane. While we can't knock the 
program in terms of either friendliness or basic functionality, 
theres absolutely nothing present that makes us sit up and 
take notice, let alone get excited. While packages like Nero 
and Roxio Creator (and to some extent the smaller 
competitors) all come up with at least one unique selling 
point, Power2Gos sole reason for existence seems to be 
nothing more than filling a tiny gap in CyberLinks product 
line. If this seems a little sad, then so be it. 

Theres nothing here at all that would make us uninstall 
either of the big two competitors, and in a marketplace as 
fierce and as rapidly changing as this one, CyberLink will 
have to do much better to grab our attention. It may be 
cheap, but CDBurnerXP is free and better to boot. 


DISC AUTHORING 


NewsorT Presto DVD PowerSuite 2 


N) ewsoft is a company you probably won't have heard 
of before, and the company’s Presto DVD PowerSuite is 
also something of an unknown quantity. The package is yet 
another integrated suite designed to cater for all of your CD 
and DVD authoring requirements, although its slightly 
skewed towards the more audio-visual angle. 

To begin with, the core mastering application supports 
data volume creation for CD and DVD media — the very least 
we can expect. Multi-session support is present, as is the 
ability to use the new double layer DVD drives and discs, but 
this is about as advanced as it gets. Theres no concession 
toward any kind of back-up tool included with DVD 
PowerSuite, so creating system back-ups would be a case of 
doing everything yourself. It's hardly ideal in a market where 
almost every integrated burning suite comes with some sort 
of tool to help create a sensible back-up strategy. You also 
wont find support for advanced or hybrid disc formats, either 
— it's basic ISO9660 and UDF discs or nothing. 

Support for audio CDs is better, but still far from perfect. 
The program can convert MP3 and WMA back to audio CD, 
but theres no support for growing formats like Ogg and AAC, 
so youd still need extra tools to burn discs from certain 
online music stores. You can tweak inter-track gaps, but 
theres no support for CD-Text or hybrid formats like CD-Extra. 

We said earlier that DVD PowerSuite is aimed much more 
at DVD creation, and this at least is where the program 
begins to look more interesting. DVD-Video production is very 
much this programs strong point. As well as support for 
motion menu backgrounds and motion buttons, theres a 
good range of supplied templates to get you started. 

DVD PowerSuite also supports capturing and burning 
directly to DVD-Video discs in real-time from a number of 
analog and digital sources. As well as a FireWire-connected 


PINNACLE InstantCD/DVD 8 


Q innacles InstantCD/DVD is a suite originally developed 
by German company VOB, and was largely a powerful 
but underrated package. The current retail package has 
reached version 8, and while it has seen some minor 
updates since the last time we looked at disc burning suites, 
the core package is more or less exactly the same as before. 

As with Nero and Roxio Creator, InstantCD/DVD hides the 
more technical aspects of disc authoring and burning behind 
a unified front-end. Most tasks are available directly from 
here, and most of us will find access to everything we need 
is both quick and easy. Stick to what the front-end 
application has to offer and you'e actually missing out, 
though — the suite is actually capable of more advanced 
tasks than those displayed here. While this does reduce the 
initial confusion, especially for novices, the ability to expand 
to a more advanced front-end when youre ready would be 
a welcome option. Sadly, there isn't one. 

For everyday mastering, authoring and burning tasks, 
InstantCD/DVD is certainly both powerful and intuitive to use. 
But this is very much a package that sits quite a way behind 
the products from both Roxio and Ahead in terms of cutting 
edge technology. Theres no support for optional audio 
ripping to either Ogg or AAC, so portable users are stuck to 
the larger and less efficient MP3 format. 

DVD-Video design and authoring is catered for with the 
award-winning Pinnacle Expression program. We like 
Expression for many reasons — its incredibly simple to learn 
and use, has a good range of menu templates and produces 
good results. Unfortunately, its nowhere near as powerful as 
Aheads NeroVision application and we suspect you'll 
outgrow it rather quickly unless you have very basic DVD 
authoring needs. In particular, no part of the suite can burn 
pre-authored VOB files to disc, so you can't use it to commit 








It may be a nice interface, but there’s very little PowerSuite 2 can 
do to get us all excited, and it’s not the cheapest on offer. 


DV camcorder, you can capture directly from any source that 
has standard Windows drivers, including analog TV cards. 
DVD PowerSuite apparently optimises quality according to 
how powerful your PC is. While this all looks superb on 
paper, that last statement is where the problems begin. On 
the latest state-of-the-art PC, were sure there would be no 
problems burning TV broadcasts and the like to DVD on-the- 
fly, but this quality adjustment can lead to some awful results 
if your machine has a less than ideal system specification. 
On our test machine, we wasted many discs with less than 
perfect burns, none of which is apparent until its too late. 

DVD PowerSuite is an interesting curiosity unless you 
have a very fast PC and little interest in anything beyond 
DVD production. 
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A good product, but not quite good enough by today’s high 
standards, particularly in comparison with Ahead and Roxio. 


work produced by another authoring application to disc. 
Duplication of existing discs is very good, though, thanks to 
the included InstantCopy application. Like Nero Recode, this 
can remaster existing unencrypted DVD-Video to new 
volumes. lts noticeably slower than Recode, and the interface 
is far too minimalist for our needs. Still, it's included in the 
price, unlike Roxios equivalent application, which needs to be 
purchased separately, 

InstantCD/DVD Is indeed powerful, but this current version 
feels rather poor compared with Roxio and Ahead. This may 
seem harsh if you currently use the program and find it more 
than capable and suitable for your needs, but this is a 
comparative test after all, and Ahead in particular has raised 
the bar way above the level reached by InstantCD/DVD. 
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PRICE £56 (£48 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.newsoft.com 
INFO www.newsoft.com 


CPU 1.5GHz or faster 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 





NEWSOFT PRESTO DVD 
POWERSUITE 2 
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PRICE £45 (£38 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.pinnaclesys.com 


CPU 500MHz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 
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Value 00000000 
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roxio Easy CD/DVD Creator 6 


PRICE £42 (£35 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.roxio.com 


CPU 200MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 





ROXIO EASY CD/DVD 
CREATOR 6 


00900000 
00900000 


Features 


Performance 





OVERALL 





wW) ith Roxios shift in emphasis and the introduction of 
the flagship Roxio Easy Media Creator, you may well 
be wondering why we would choose to feature the previous 
incarnation of the product alongside the current one. The 
answer is simple: compatibility. The eagle-eyed among you 
will have noticed the rather unforgiving requirements for the 
new Creator / package, and that the new product requires 
either Windows 2000 or XP to run. Roxio recognises that not 
everyone wants (or indeed has the hardware required in 
many cases) to run the latest generation of Windows and, as 
such, Easy CD/DVD Creator 6 is still being sold as a solution 
for those of us without Windows XP 

Since it's effectively the last version of a dead product 
line, the package hasn't changed significantly since the last 
time we looked at it. Essentially, it's a completely integrated 
suite to create, manage and burn all media types to disc, 
including audio, data and video discs. As a last generation 
package, it's still very good indeed. The last time we looked, 
we concluded that it was a close second to Ahead 
wonderful Nero package. Since that spot is now occupied 
by the new Creator 7 and development has stopped on 
Easy CD/DVD Creator 6, the program has, to some extent, 
fallen by the wayside. 

That's not, of course, to say that this isn’t a very 
comprehensive and useful package, because it is. 
Unfortunately, the sole reason for the programs existence 
seems to be so Roxio can milk the last drops from a market 
it has effectively abandoned with its new software. 
Considering Creator / is the only package on test this month 
that explicitly requires Windows XP it becomes rather difficult 
to justify spending money on this product unless you 
absolutely must own something with the Roxio brand 
Stamped all over it. With Ahead still actively supporting older 


roxio Easy Media Creator 7 


PRICE £48 (£40 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.roxio.com 


CPU 500MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 2000/XP 


ROXIO EASY MEDIA 
CREATOR 7 
Value 000000000 
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Wi Roxios Easy CD and DVD Creator 6 is a capable 
product, it got left behind by the likes of Nero and the 
more integrated approach that it offered. Back in PC Plus 216, 
we suspected an upgrade was due since many parts of the 
program remained essentially unchanged from older 
versions, and it looks like we were right — Easy CD Creator is 
no more, and Roxio’ flagship product is now Easy Media 
Creator, an altogether much more applicable name. 

Easy Media Creator isnt simply a rebranded version of 
the older product. This is a new suite, built from the ground 
up to address the shortcomings of the older suite and keep 
up with what we want from an integrated authoring package. 

Gone is the old program-centric interface, replaced with a 
much more accessible task-based front-end (like that offered 
with Nero 6). Rather than selecting a program from a list, you 
simply pick the task you want to perform and let Easy Media 
Creator fire up the requisite application. It's easier to use, and 
much more intuitive, especially if youre attempting a 
particular task for the first time and dont know where you 
should be going. 

The core burning system is a rebuilt version of Creator 
Classic, but with many enhancements. For starters, the 
program can now perform scheduled back-ups without any 
manual intervention, something even Nero doesn't offer. 
Encryption is Supported, as is spanning back-ups across 
multiple volumes, and the companion ‘Retrieve’ application 
makes locating and restoring even a single file very easy, 

Audio tools have been improved too, and the program 
can finally extract audio data to the Ogg Vorbis format — and 
about time! Sadly, theres no support for the Advanced Audio 
Coding format AAC, supported by many programs and 
devices, such as the Apple iPod — a much-needed upgrade, 
in Our Opinion. 
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Easy CD Creator remains the same as it ever was, if you have XP, 
however, opt for Media Creator 7. 


revisions of Windows with Nero, it makes much more sense 
in both financial and technological terms to opt for an 
actively developed package rather than a dead one left on 
the shelves to tap a rapidly shrinking market. Cynical? 
Certainly. True? Absolutely — why else would a company sell 
a product that it admits is going nowhere? 

So, it boils down to this: there are much better packages 
available than Easy CD/DVD Creator 6, regardless of what 
version of Windows you have and which hardware you run it 
on. Try as we might, we can think of absolutely no logical 
reason why you should spend money on this unless you're 
some sort of incurable Roxio fanboy. Spend your cash on 
something still under development, or wait until Roxio has 
the sense to give this away as a freebie. 
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A smart new front-end gives way to a completely redesigned 
suite of powerful applications in Easy Media Creator 7. 


The new version of DVD Builder is both intuitive and 
reasonably powerful, and comes with some interesting new 
features. Chief among these is ‘Plug and Burn’, which can 
capture, transcode and burn footage from a DV camcorder 
directly to DVD without any intervening steps. It's nifty for 
when time is short, but real-time MPEG-2 transcoding always 
suffers from a quality drop, and Roxios encoder is no 
exception to this. 

Overall, Easy Media Creator 7 is a superb package, and 
comes very close to the standard achieved by Nero 
Reloaded. A few slight omissions, such as AAC encoding and 
true DVD copying — you need to buy the separate Easy DVD 
Copier for the latter function — mar what Is otherwise a 
thoroughly excellent product. 


sonic MyDVD Studio Deluxe 6 


O onic MyDVD is a program we've never featured before 
in a PC Plus Lab Test of CD and DVD burning suites, 
largely because it didnt fit one basic criteria: it was a 
package essentially dedicated to creating DVD-Video discs 
and little else. This latest version of the Deluxe suite is vastly 
expanded over previous releases, and now has enough 
features to be compared to the rest of the pack. 

MyDVD Deluxe is now capable of the most basic tasks 
youd require from a general purpose burning suite — the 
ability to burn standard data volumes to both types of 
media. As well as standard data discs, you can create 
bootable volumes, create and burn disc images and 
duplicate existing volumes easily. 

Audio burning and extraction tools are good, but not 
earth-shattering. Theres no function to rip to any format 
other than bog-standard MP3, so even the latest Windows 
Media codecs cant be used, let alone space-saving formats 
such as AAC. Still, MP3 support is good, and the encoder 
comes with an unlimited licence. You can tweak more 
advanced audio parameters, such as track gaps and CD-lext, 
and true disc-at-once burning is supported for seamless 
audio CDs without track gaps at all. DAO is an essential 
feature for duplicating many audio CDs while preserving the 
flow of the music, and many newcomers to the audio 
market miss this feature. Were pleased that Sonic hasn't. 

Data disc back-ups of your system are a strong point, as 
the Deluxe version of MyDVD comes with Sonics standalone 
BackupMyPC application. If a good all-round back-up 
application is one of your strongest needs when buying a 
burning package, MyDVD is worth serious consideration. This 
is a full back-up program rather than the afterthoughts 
offered by the competition. It does everything youd expect 
from a dedicated application and even supports non-optical 


STEFAN HAGLUND CDBurnerXP Pro 3 


wW) ith the shelves of your local PC World groaning with 
the weight (and price tag) of some retail packages, 
choosing an authoring and burning package can become 
something of a nightmare. Not all of us need the advanced 
features offered by the likes of Nero and Roxio Creator, and 
not all of us have the wherewithal to pay for them. 

CDBurnerXP Pro is an application we first looked at in PC 
Plus 216, and it broke one simple rule — that a package 
capable of writing to CD and DVD should cost money. Yes, 
CDBurnerXP is freeware. Despite the cynical comments made 
by some that it wouldn't remain freeware for long with a 
collection of outstanding reviews and awards attached to it, 
were pleased to say its still freeware and has seen a 
number of improvements. 

This is a program that doesn't need to directly compete 
with the likes of Nero, since it costs nothing to either try or 
use. As such, the author doesn't need to spend time and 
development resources cramming obscure new features In 
just to remain ahead of the pack. What you get here is a 
solid, competent package capable of burning data, audio 
and, to some extent, DVD-Video to both types of media, all 
wrapped up in a well-designed and attractive interface. 

As a basic data volume creation package, CDBurnerXP 
fulfils every basic requirement. Creating and editing is as 
simple as drag-and-drop, and discs can be burned to any 
type of media your drive supports. Support for rewriteable 
media is excellent, and multi-session formats can be both 
created and modified later. Unusually for a freeware package, 
disc overburning is also supported — assuming your drive 
will let you, that is. Audio support is much improved from the 
last time we looked, with the important addition of true DAO 
burning for gapless audio CDs. The program has support for 
WMA, MP3, WAV and Ogg files, both for converting to and 
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MyDVD’s modern interface is very similar to Pinnacle’s InstantCD/ 
DVD 8 - no bad thing in our book. 


media types including hard drives (internal and external) as 
well as tape drives. 

DVD-Video support is also good, and MyDVD offers 
excellent support for true 16:9 widescreen creation. If youre 
lucky enough to own a 16:9 camcorder, you'll appreciate this. 
Theres support for the DVD-VR format both for import and 
creation, though the disc type support isnt as comprehensive 
as Neros. MyDVD will, however, happily import DVD-VR discs 
created by other authoring suites, as well as those you burn 
with a set-top recorder. 

While MyDVD isn't quite up there with Nero and Roxio 
Creator, its becoming a strong product. True widescreen 
support and excellent back-up tools show that Sonic is 
listening to users and not just watching current trends. 
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A simple, unfussy layout makes creating data volumes a snap 
and, what's more, you don’t have to spend a penny. 


from audio CDs. Take note, software producers — this 
freeware application supports Ogg Vorbis encoding and 
decoding, so why doesn't your expensive package? Sadly, 
theres no AAC but this is excusable in a freeware package, 
as the format is licensed. 

While CDBurnerXP can write the correct file structure to a 
DVD disc to create a compliant DVD-Video disc, it can’t author 
the actual content — you need additional utilities to do this. 
The author provides links to freeware applications and a 
comprehensive tutorial. As a freeware package, you can't fault 
CDBurnerXP With the extra freeware tools, you can do almost 
anything the commercial equivalents can do. Trust us, this is 
superb — try it before spending any money and you may 
well bypass the competition entirely 





PRICE £86 (£73 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sonic Solutions 
INFO www.sonic.com 


CPU 1GHZz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 2000/XP 





SONIC MYDVD STUDIO 
DELUXE 6 


Value 000000 





Features KKA KASAT) 
Performance @©000000000 













PRICE Free 
SUPPLIER www.cdburnerxp.se 
INFO www.cdburnerxp.se 


CPU /5MHZz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


STEFAN HAGLUND 
CDBURNERXP PRO 3 





Value 00000000009 
Features 00900000 
Performance @©0000000 


OVERALL 
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Ahead of the pack this month? Ahead, that's who, and 
its managed to do it despite stiff competition 





Doing one job and doing it 
well. Too much to ask? 


At numerous stages in this month's Lab 
Test, we've discussed the almost 
clinical obsession some software 
developers seem to have with 
shoehorning new features into what 
are already highly competent and 
useable packages. From an outside 
point of view, this race to be able to 
boast a longer feature list than the 
competition seems at best odd and at 
worst quite startling. It doesn’t happen 
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Ahead Nero 6 Reloaded 


PRICE £57 (£49 ex VAT) 





SUPPLIER www.dabs.com much outside of the IT world. When 
INFO wwwahead.de was the last time you had to wade 
through a huge list of features just to 
O warding the coveted PC Plus Editors Choice the shape of Roxios rather excellent Creator 7 Theres decide which vacuum cleaner to buy? 
, ea l , . In many ways, the CD and DVD 

gong is never easy, and in this case it was literally nothing that Nero 6 Reloaded can't do with burning market is similar'to PC gaming. 
actually more difficult than it ever has been in the optical discs, short of actually giving a lifetime supply in that technology seems to drive the 
history of CD and DVD burning suites. Last time, the of free blank media. This program has more market more than it actually needs to. 
gap between Nero and the nearest competitor was technology in it than the NASA space programme, A dedicated gamer will find himself 
quite a gulf, so picking a winner that stood out from and Ahead is constantly evolving the product even, upgrading every aspect of his machine 
the crowd was so much easier. with minor version numbers. just to keep up with current software, 

This time around, Nero has some serious x while the owner of a PlayStation 2 or 

competition from many areas and, in particular, in PC verdict 000000000 Xbox will happily spend money on 





actual games rather than constantly 
striving to keep ahead. In some ways, 
CD authoring software is similar. Drive 
-N manufacturers are falling over 
a! themselves to support and invent new 
PERFORMANCE technologies for no other reason than 
< AWARD to keep ahead of the competition; it’s 
- starting to become a race to add yet 
another feature to the list. 
So where does that leave those of 
us who just want to sit in front of a 
complete solution to our disc burning 
needs? Right here. While some of you 
will doubtless wonder why this Lab 
Test isn't loaded with the latest 
buzzwords like dual-layer, DVD+R9, 
High-Mat, HD-Burn and so on, there's a 
reason. Put simply, Nero supports them 
all. If a new standard or technology 
appears, Ahead issues an update with 


BEST VALUE BEST PERFORMER almost alarming speed. The 
Stefan Haglund Sonic MyDVD Studio Ahead always has that edge. 
CDBurnerXP Pro 3 Deluxe 6 ie ae 


features is rapidly becoming both 
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PRICE Free PRICE £86 (£73 ex VAT) : 

SUPPLIER www.cdburnerxpse SUPPLIER Sonic Solutions irrelevant and painful to do. If you must 

INFO www.cdburnerxp.se INFO www.sonic.com have the latest feature whether you 
need it or not, check the Ahead website 

©. boy, was this an easy category to judge. For Q he Performance award this month goes not to — if it's not there, it will be very soon. 

the second time running, the versatile and Roxio, but to Sonics highly useful MyDVD Studio 

comprehensive CDBurnerXP Pro takes the PC Plus Value Deluxe, a product that has wildly surpassed our 

award. A free program would be useless without a expectations based on previous releases. This is also a 

sterling list of features and the ability to take you beyond product thats been dragged kicking and screaming into 

the basics, and CDBurnerXP manages both with ease. the 21st century. It performs beautifully and supports a 

You'll be hard-pressed to find anything as good as this number of nifty enhancements, including a truly 

at no expense. excellent back-up suite. 

PC verdict AA-AAA A8) PC verdict 00900000 
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->10 new portables, but which is the best all-rounder? 
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Editor's Choice 





Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 


performance and quality with 


superb value for money 





Performance Award Value Award 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance and 
quality tests, where money is 
less important 


While the Pentium M is easily 


Awarded to products that 

represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bangs per buck 


LAPTOPS 








Russell James 


Dean Evans 
dean.evans @futurenet.co.uk 


Russell's always heading out to 
the best mobile chip, Dean 
advises that we keep an eye on 
AMD's Athlon 64 and Sempron 


an 


Unsure which laptop meets your needs? Russell James 
takes a look at the best options for every pocket and lifestyle 


or as long as we can remember, we've 

been talking about the difference between 
desktop replacement and ultra-portable laptops. 
In the past, the distinction between the two 
categories has been clear. Desktop replacements 
have been large, bulky beasts, with the focus on 
powerful components. Ultra-portable machines, 
meanwhile, were as tiny as the manufacturers 
could make them; light chassis and long battery 
lives were the order of the day here. 

However, things are no long simple. With so 
many companies now offering large ranges of 
notebooks, the quest for originality has become 
a challenging one. Lines have therefore become 
blurred. We're seeing highly portable machines 
with 17in screens, and desktop replacements with 
strong battery performance, while some systems 
simply defy categorisation. 


i." 





Furthermore, the usage models for mobile PCs have 
become more diverse, thanks to a vast improvement 
in mobility. Even more prevalent is the convergence 
concept: home entertainment PCs are the new fad, 
and this applies to portables as well as desktops. 

In one way, this divergence Is excellent news, as it 
increases choice for the consumer. The cloud to this 
Silver lining, however, is the increased confusion that 
it brings. Buying a laptop is far from a simple matter 
these days. In such a varied market, how do you 
select a model that fits your needs? 

The answer is simple: you read PC Plus. Over the 
next eight pages, we look at ten laptops, explaining 
which models fit which usage models, and why. 
These reviews are accompanied by a set of technical 
articles, going in-depth into the technology that 
drives these machines. It really is a complete guide 
to the mobile marketplace. 
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russell.james @futurenet.co.uk 


test laptops on the move. At 
least, that’s what he says he’s 
doing when he leaves the office 





ADVENT 7066M 







PRICE £830 (£706 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £10 (£9 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER PC World 08702 42 0444 
INFO www.pcworld.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year, return to base 





ADVENT 7066M 





Features 000000 
Performance ©0000 
OVERALL 6) 


Aip M600NE 


PRICE £1,409 (£1,199 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £46 (£39 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER AJP 020 8208 9744 
INFO www.ajp.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years, 
return to base 
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AJP M600NE 


Value 00000000 
Features 009000000 


Performance @©0000000 
OVERALL 8) 
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Q: are no prizes for guessing 
where Advent got the inspiration 
for its latest notebook. Featuring a 
sleek white chassis and translucent 
keyboard, externally its a near-clone of 
the much-desired Apple PowerBook 
range. At 1./Kg, its also commendably 
lightweight; with a tremendously clear 
and bright 12.1in WXGA screen rounding 
off a very favourable first impression. 
The 7066M appears to be incredibly 
good value at just £830. Surely there 
must be a catch? 

Unfortunately, there is. All the snazzy 
styling comes at the expense of several 
top-end components, leaving Advents 
offering trailing the pack when it comes 
to raw speed. A 1.5GHz Celeron M 
processor in isolation isnt bad, and it 
would usually work admirably alongside 


Q: M600NE is almost the 
antithesis of the 7066M reviewed 
above. Whereas the Advent machine 
flaunts desirable looks over substantial 
performance, AJP’s notebook focuses 
on the basics. The silver chassis is far 
from the prettiest on display, and, in 
fact, looks and feels a little tacky. There 
is a set of multimedia controls on the 
left panel, but this is far from a media- 
centric machine. It's targeted firmly at a 
business audience, and therefore 
concentrates on the ideals of solid 
performance and good value; it 
succeeds in both respects. 

The vital organs of any computer 
system are the processor, main chipset 
and memory. It's therefore sensible that 
the majority of the money has gone 
here. Intel's 855PM chipset is so popular 
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512MB of DDR333 RAM, 
but when its plonked 
with a very limited SiS 
661FX chipset, youre 
never going to see 
inspiring performance. 
With graphics and 
sound also left to that 
chipset, the 7066M 
fails to impress. 

Still, you expect 
some compromises In 
a budget machine, and there do remain 
some real highlights, including a 
DVD+RW drive, 802.11b/g wireless 
capability and an 80GB hard drive. Our 
final verdict, therefore, comes down to 
one vital factor: battery life. This Apple 
tribute is small, light and comparatively 
weak, so portability should be its trump 


BATTERY LIFE 


2n24 


within mobile PCs as to 
be almost ubiquitous, 
and with good reason, 
so its inclusion here is 
good news. AJP has 
improved matters 
further by completing 
the Centrino 
requirements with a 
1.8GHz CPU and 
802.11b/g Wi-Fi. And for 
flat-out speed, a full 
1GB of DDR333 RAM is pretty handy, too. 
With these high-end components in 
place, a score of 193 in the benchmark, 
MobileMark2002 is no surprise. 

But AJP hasn't stopped there. A 
Mobility Radeon 9/00 provides a fair 
amount of graphical prowess, despite 
only being the 64MB version. The extra 





card. Sadly, an average lifespan of little 
over an hour turns it into the joker. 

The 7066M is the most attractive 
sub-£1,000 notebook we've seen. 
Unfortunately, its inadequate as either a 
desktop replacement or a mobile 
machine, so we can't recommend it, 
even at this low price. 





resolution of the 154in WSXGA screen 
that it feeds is another bonus. Finally, 
you've got more scope for storage than 
Dells warehouses, thanks to a 100GB 
hard drive and a DVD+RW. 

There are fancier laptops around, but 
for all-round performance and good 
value, you could do far worse than this. 


efficiently with more 


Which processor? 


A P4 delivers the most power; the Pentium M has 
the greatest flexibility. What's your best option? 


unpredictable PC chores. The 
addition of HyperThreading, the 
P4's ability to execute two tasks 
simultaneously, lessens this 


The laptops reviewed this month 
fall into one of two categories — 
heavyweight Pentium 4-stacked 
machines and more portable 
Pentium M or Celeron M systems. 
Opting for a P4 processor 
suggests that you'll benefit from 
desktop-rivalling performance. 
MV's Ixius 3.4, for example, is 
based around Intel's PCI Express- 
equipped 915P chipset and 
features the 3.4GHz edition of the 
latest Prescott P4. The AJP hosts 
an older Northwood P4 slotted 
into an SiS 648FX motherboard. 
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Built for speed, Prescott 
features a 31-stage pipeline 
compared to the 20-stage 
pipeline in the Northwood P4, 
and the 12-stage version in 
AMD's Athlon 64. The longer 
pipeline accelerates program 
execution, and has allowed Intel 
to push the P4 architecture to its 
current (and maximum) 3.8GHz 
level. But while a 31-stage 
pipeline is ideal for intensive and 
logical loads, such as image 
processing and video encoding, 
Prescott doesn't cope as 


PENTIUM M (Dothan) 
PROCESS: 90nm 
TRANSISTORS: 140 million 
CPU speeds: 1.0 to 2.10GHz 
FSB: 400MHz 

X86: 32-bit 

L1: CACHE: 64K 

L2 CACHE: 2MB 

TDP: 21W 





performance penalty, but few 
applications exist that take full 
advantage of it. 

The Prescott was designed to 
satisfy Intel's desire for constant 
clock speed increases, but the 
‘faster is better’ policy has since 
been abandoned. While its high- 
end chips will continually operate 
at their maximum speed, they 
require over 100W of power to do 
so. Such a high TDP (Thermal 
Design Power) rating means that 
any P4-based laptop will be: (a) 
huge, (b) fairly noisy, and (c) 
cursed with a standard battery 





ay n many ways, the Voyager X5 
is very similar to AJP'S M600NE. 
Unfortunately for Evesham, it hasnt 
quite chosen its components as well 
as AJP meaning that if you plump for 
this notebook, you're paying an extra 
£50 for something that doesnt quite 
perform as well. 

Right at the heart of this machine 
is an all-new 2.1GHz Pentium M 
processor, again working within that 
trusty old 855PM chipset. This brand 
spanking CPU represents the very top 
of Intels mobile range, and as such 
should bring tremendous application 
speed. The trouble is, it doesnt offer 
any notable improvement over similar 
machines powered with either its 2.0 or 
its 1.8GHz stablemates, and yet It 
suffers as it is slightly more draining on 
the battery. With Evesham also 


EVESHAM Voyager X5 


providing half as 
much RAM as APP its 
no surprise that it falls 
short of its rival in 
MobileMark2002, both 
in terms of 
performance and 
battery life. 

The Voyager X5 
does have the edge 
for gaming, thanks to 
a 128MB version of 
the Mobility Radeon 9/00; you only 
have to look at the 3Dmark scores 
to see the benefit the extra dedicated 
memory brings. Apart from that, it's 
pretty standard fare, with an 80GB hard 
drive, a multi-format rewritable DVD 
drive and 802.11b/g Wi-Fi. 

On a further note, the keyboard Is a 
little unresponsive. 


HI-GRADE Notino C2200 


o: Advent, Hi-Grade has gone 
the ultra-portable route with its 
latest notebook. Unlike Advent, it has 
made a pretty fair fist of it. This 1.8Kg 
number is standard fare, but it 
combines fast application speeds with 
a reasonable battery life, and gives it all 
away at a very fair price. 

Hi-Grade has opted for the GME 
incarnation of the 855 chipset, meaning 
that images are provided courtesy of 
Intels ‘Extreme solution. In other words, 
you can forget about 3D. This isnt an 
unusual sacrifice in such a small 
machine. However, with its VGN-S2XP 
Sony has shown that its not a 
necessary one. 

What you do get Is impressive 
processing power, thanks to a 1.8GHz 
Pentium M, which is backed by 512MB 


PENTIUM 4 (Prescott) 
PROCESS: 90nm 
TRANSISTORS: 125 million 
CPU: speeds: 2.8 to 3.8GHz 
FSB: 800MHz 

X86: 32-bit, HyperThreading 
L1: CACHE: 16KB 

L2 CACHE: 1MB 

TDP: 100W- 





of DDR333 RAM, 
providing a solid base 
for all manner of 
mobile computing. In 
MobileMark2002, this 
set-up produced a 
score of 182, which is 
no mean feat for such 
a diminutive beast. 
The benchmark also 
showed a battery life 
of 2 hours 11 minutes. 
This isn't quite as impressive, 
particularly when viewed alongside the 
excellent efforts of Sony and Samsung. 
We should also mention that Hi- 
Grade has squeezed in an 80GB HDD, a 
DVD Multi-drive, which supports RAM 
as well as both +RW and —RW, and an 
802.11b/g wireless card. Perhaps more 


life no greater than 90 minutes. 
For a compact desktop 
replacement bought for video 
editing or gaming, this isn't going 
to be a problem. But it’s tempting 
to say: “don't buy a laptop with a 
P4 processor.” It's yesterday's 
technology and it’s really time to 
move on. 

Intel's Pentium M processors 
currently dominate the PC laptop 
market, offering easily the best 
balance between high 
performance and long battery life. 
Derived from the Pentium Ill 
version of the P6 architecture, two 
versions of Pentium M chip 
currently exist — the older 
processors use the Banias core 
(130nm, 77 million transistors, 
1MB L2 cache), while the newer 
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We can't criticise this notebook too 


strongly in any particular area. What 
counts against it is that you can buy 


the chassis, the components and the 


performance level from a hundred 
different manufacturers for around 
the same price. More importantly, as 


AJP has proven, you can also do better 


for cheaper. 


importantly, the WXGA panel is both 


precise and bright, perfect for extended 


working periods. 
If youre looking for an all-singing, 
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PRICE £1,449 (£1,233 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY One year on-site, two 


EVESHAM VOYAGER X5 


Value 00900000 
Features CEKA KAA As) 
Performance @000000 





OVERALL 


PRICE £1,244 (£1,059 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £29 (£25 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Hi Grade 020 8532 6111 
INFO www.hi-grade.co.uk 
WARRANTY Iwo years, 

return to base 





HI GRADE NOTINO C2200 


Value 009000000 





all-dancing multimedia machine, this 
isn't it. As a reasonably cheap option 
for working on the move, however, it 


0000000 
00000000 


Features 





Performance 


serves its purpose well. 


silicon is based around the 
Dothan core (90nm, 140 million 
transistors, 2MB L2 cache). 
However, the performance of the 
newer Dothan chips has been 
held back by the delay to Intel's 
Alviso chipset; the follow-up to 
the current i855 board. But once 
this arrives in Q1 2005, the overall 
performance of laptops should 
get a significant boost. 

With a shorter pipeline, 
rumoured to be 10-12 stages, the 
Pentium M doesn't obsessively 
pursue sky-high clock speeds. 
Instead, its low TDP makes it 
Intel's best technology bet for the 
future. An ‘adaptive’ mode in the 
SpeedStep technology enables 
the CPU to adjust its operating 
frequency according to the 





OVERALL 


workload. A 2GHz Pentium M, for 
example, has a TDP of only 21W 
when operating at its peak clock 
speed. But this falls to around 7W 
when the chip throttles itself 
down to its battery-extending 
600MHz mode. 

Finally, where does AMD fit 
into the mobile processor market? 
With a TDP of 35W, its newer 
Mobile Athlon 64 processors are 
a decent alternative to Pentium 4- 
based systems, and they remain 
the only x86 chip to offer built-in 
Enhanced Virus Protection and 
64-bit potential. However, none 
of the manufacturers chose to 
supply an Athlon 64-equipped 
system this month, a testament 
to the popularity and flexibility of 
the Pentium M. DE E 
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MESH Ultima 3.4GHz Pro 


Q: Mesh notebook is a strange 
one. At first, it looks like a real 
bargain. A true desktop replacement 
running a 34GHz Pentium 4, not to 
mention a full 1GB of DDR400 RAM, for 
under £1,000? The chassis is a little 
clunky and old-fashioned, and the 
keyboard's decidedly wobbly, but if this 
machine flew through applications like 
most 34GHz models, that would be 
small beer. 

Unfortunately, the Ultima Pro doesn't 
fly through applications like most 
34GHz models. It's not exactly slow, 
but if youre using any real processing 
power, such as that required by video 
editing, you'll notice more than the 
occasional pause. In a notebook 
featuring a battery life of just 1 hour 
20 minutes, and therefore limited 


mv Ixius 3.4 


WW a total weight of 5Kg, and a 
length approaching 40cm, this is 
the most cumbersome notebook we've 
ever seen. It also features an extremely 
poor battery life. Still, MV would argue, 
quite rightly, that this beast isn't meant 
for travel. It should therefore be 
reviewed as a desktop system. 

The Ixius 34's main claim to fame is 
its graphics chip — the shiny new 
Nvidia GeForce 6800 Go, complete with 
a whopping 256MB of dedicated RAM 
and a 12-pixel-pipeline architecture. 
This puts Alis current best mobile 
offerings to shame. 

The 6800 also features a PCI Express 
interface, enabled by Intels top-end 
desktop chipset, the 915P Unfortunately, 
you dont feel the full benefit of PCI 
Express graphics, as the GPU Is wired 







portability, this isnt 
really good enough. 
So why does 
Meshs monster 
struggle like this? That 
can be answered in 
three letters: SiS. Mesh 
has kept the price 
down by using the 
Taiwanese companys 
budget 648FX chipset. 
Not only does this 
lack the power saving of Intels finest, 
it also brings a trade-off in raw power. 
SiS hasn't cut corners in many other 
areas. A DVD+RW drive, and 802.11b/g 
Wi-Fi both make an appearance, and 
while the 60GB HDD isn't the largest on 
test, its plenty roomy enough for most. 
You also get a dedicated graphics 


in, meaning that you 
wont be able to 
upgrade it when even 
faster chips become 
available. This cant be 
Said for the other 915P 
flagship: DDR-II 
memory. At present, 
the 533MHz modules 
installed (512MB in 
total) don't offer much 
improvement over 
AQQMHz DDR-I, but when faster DIMMs 
become available, you should be able 
to slot them in with little difficulty. 

It's fat, its heavy, and it’s far too 
noisy. A 1/in widescreen and Wi-Fi are 
also much of a muchness, as you can 
buy them in plenty of cheaper 
notebooks. The fact remains, though, 


How much memory? 


LAPTOPS 









processor, in the form of Ali's 128MB 
Mobility Radeon 9/00. 

In all, this machine compares poorly 
with some of the others in this group. 
As another word of warning, our test 
model became very warm during 
testing, which could develop into a 
problem over a longer period of time. 


that this is as powerful as a laptop 
gets, and £1,644 isn't an outrageous 
price to pay, 

If youre looking for an all-singing, 
all-dancing multimedia machine, this 
isn't it. AS a reasonably cheap option 
for working on the move, however, it 
serves its purpose well. 
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PRICE £999 (£850 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £46 (£39 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Mesh 0870 046 4747 
INFO www.meshcomputers.com 
WARRANTY Three years, return 


to base 
(PCPlus ratings d 
EVESHAM VOYAGER X5 


BATTERY LIFE 


1n15 


PRICE £1,644 (£1,399 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER MV 0871 855 4668 


INFO www.go-mv.com 
WARRANTY Three years, return 
to base 
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512MB of RAM is considered standard, but you'll get a boost with 1GB 


hard disk, shut down 
memory-hungry 
background tasks, and 
optimise the settings 
of the graphics chip. 
For upgrades, online 
stores such as Www. 
laptopshop.co.uk, 
www.crucial.com/uk 
and www.kingston. 
com/ukroot all have 
‘memory configurators’ on their websites, enabling you to determine 
what sort of memory module (SODIMM) is compatible with the make 
of laptop that you own. One thing to note: your warranty may be void 


if you remove existing memory. DE E 
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While some ultra-portable laptops still get away with having 256MB 

of memory, 512MB of RAM has quickly become the norm for mobile 
systems. This is more than enough for day-to-day usage, offering good 
OS and application performance. Most of the systems this month 
feature DDR333 memory, the fastest memory speed supported by the 
855-specific Centrino chipsets. As a desktop-based system, the Ixius 
3.4 from MV is able to incorporate 533MHz DDR2 modules, the 
speediest RAM supported by the 915P chipset. 

Two of the laptops here — AJP’s M600NE and Mesh’s Ultima 3.4GHz 
Pro — boast a full 1GB of main memory, but the extra 512MB of RAM 
doesn't deliver the all-round performance boost that you might expect. 
It does inject a little more speed if you regularly use a laptop for 
intensive tasks such as image processing or video-editing. But in real 
terms the performance increase will be minimal, less than five per 
cent. You'll notice a similar improvement if you regularly defrag the 
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rock PEGASUS TL “Sit 
he Pegasus-IL is almost a 


Q copy of the MV Mobeus 
1.6 we reviewed last month. Not only 
does it share the same chassis, it also 
features the same P’ button, providing 
access to either Linux-based media 
software, or some novel speed- 
Stepping features. 

Familiarity doesn't always breed 
contempt, though, and this is actually a 
very good laptop. Rock is pricing its 
version around a hundred pounds 
higher than the MV incarnation, but it 





PRICE £939 (£799 ex VAT) 

DELIVERY £20 (£17 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER RockDirect 08709 90 90 90 
INFO www.rockdirect.com 
WARRANTY Three years, 

return to base 





PCPlus ratings J has spent the extra cash wisely to bring 
ROCK PEGASUS-TL you even better value. The 1./GHz 
Pentium M is a definite sweet-spot in 
the balance between performance and 
battery life, and when It’s paired with 

that 855GME chipset, its an excellent 
buy. Thats proven here, with the 







=a 
PEREORMANCE 
SEAWARD 
eing fast, flexible, lightweight 


Bake a battery life to put most 


rivals to shame, we were on the verge 
of declaring the M40 the perfect 
notebook. Then we looked at the side 
panel, and found a DVD-ROM/CD-RW 
Combo drive — no DVD/RW! It may 
sound like a small blemish, and if you 
look at the scores below you'll see that 
we haven't punished it too harshly. All 
the same, a £1,600 PC really should be 
able to burn DVDs. 

We'll mention the other extremely 
minor defect now — a less-than-ultra- 
bright display — and get it out of the 
way, because it's positive from this 
point on. That 17in widescreen panel is 
fed by a Mobility Radeon 9/00, so you 
can play games to a reasonable level 
on this system. More importantly, 


SAMSUNG M140 


PRICE £1,635 (£1,391 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £6 (£5 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.samsung.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year, return to base 


LPcPlus ratings 
SAMSUNG M40 PLUS 


Value 00000000 


Features 009000000 
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New LCD technology 
Recent innovations show there's more to panels than 


Active matrix TFT technology hasn't changed much during the past few 
years, although resolutions have improved, advancing from a bog- 
standard 1,024x768 (XGA) right up to a superb 1,680x1,050 (WSXGA). 
It's important to take into account the resolution of a laptop's LCD 
panel, especially if you're used to working in the higher screen modes. 
For example, while the Mobility Radeon 9700 in the Mesh Ultima can 
support a resolution of 2,048x1,536 pixels, the screen maxes out at 
only 1,400x1,050. 

A recent innovation in screen technology, however, comes from the 
Sony camp. The anti-glare coating on a traditional LCD panel 
deliberately scatters the outgoing light to reduce reflections. But at the 
same time, this coating tends to wash out colours and reduces the 
sharpness of the blacks and whites. Sony's own X-Black technology 
uses extra prism sheets inserted between the backlight and the LCD 
screen. This focuses and intensifies light passing through it for a 40 per 
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Pegasus-IL making 
light work of most 
applications and 
breezing to an 
average lifespan of 
almost four hours. 
Dont be too put off 
by a MobileMark2002 
score of 118; it might 
not match up to the 
beefy desktop 
replacements, but it 
represents a decent prowess for office 
work on the move. 

As the ‘GME’ tag on the chipset 
suggests, theres no space for a 
dedicated graphics chip, but Rock has 
made room for an 8x DVD+RW and a 
802.11b/g wireless card. The hard drive, 
meanwhile, isn’t just any old 60GB 


model; it boasts a rotational speed 
of 7200rpm, and so produces faster 
transfer times than around 95 per cent 
of current laptop drives. 

Power-hungry games enthusiasts 
should look elsewhere. However, if you 
want something light and easy for 
working on the train, this is an ideal buy. 
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general application 
speed is excellent, 
thanks to a 2GHz 
Pentium M running in 
that same old 855PM 
chipset, with 512MB of 
RAM. A tremendous . 
MobileMark2002 score 
of 217 is representative 
of two things: superb 
processing power, and 
a bafflingly good 
lifespan. How Samsung has managed 
to eke out almost four hours while 
running such a fast CPU we simply 
don't know. 

IF youre interested in appearances, 
the M40 Plus is no Sharon Stone, but 
itS not a Sharon Osbourne either. 
Samsung has concentrated more on 


weight than looks, and in this regard it 
has done extremely well: this is the 
thinnest, lightest 17in laptop in 
existence. If it wasn't for the optical 
drive horror, it would be walking away 
with an Editors Choice Award, no 
question. As it is, it's still an extremely 
good buy. 


Rich Colour reproduction 


meets the eye 


cent improvement. 
The result is a 
brighter, 
considerably 
sharper display, 
with higher 
contrast and a wider viewing angle than a conventional panel. 

Of course, the X-Black technology isn't perfect. The new coating 
effectively gives the screen a ‘glossy’ look, like a wet photograph. This 
in turn means that the display is much more reflective — so much so 
that you can see your face in it. Consequently, laptops like the Sony 
VGN-S2XP aren't ideal for lengthy document viewing in a home office 
environment. But play a DVD on such a laptop, or a game, and the 
increased vibrancy of the colours and the pin-sharp clarity are hard 
to ignore. DE E 
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sony VAIO VGN-S2XP EWS 


BATTERY LIFE 







TH VAIO VGN-S2XP is so stunning You could almost carry 
that wed be tempted to it in a wallet, let alone 


disregard any flaws. That's if there were a bag. That doesn't PRICE £1,799 (£1,531 ex VAT) 
any. As itis, this is the near-perfect mean that youre pee ee r i 
combination of style and substance. compromising on INFO http://vaio.sony-europe.com 
Yes it costs slightly more than the performance, though. WARRANTY One year, return to base 
competition, but if you want the best, The S2XP sails through 
you should be willing to pay a little basic applications with 
extra. This is certainly the best. the ease of a desktop 
We were big fans of this machines replacement, rather 
predecessor, the SIXP and thankfully, than the ultra-mobile 
Sony has done little more than tweak. system that it is, and 
You now get a 1.8GHz Pentium M, even has enough power in reserve for If you want to work on the move, 
512MB of DDR333 RAM, 855PM chipset, more demanding processes. you should buy this notebook. If you Crn 
with graphics coming courtesy of Possibly even more impressive is the want a lightweight multimedia SONY VAIO VGN-S2XP 
another Mobility Radeon 9/00, an 80GB way that Sonys finest displays the machine, you should buy this 
hard drive and a 2x DVD/RW. You also software. IF you havent yet seen an X- notebook. If you want to play games 
get 802 11b/g Wi-Fi. Black screen, we recommend you take on a truly portable device, you should 
For a Start, the chassis is so thin and a look at this one; the brightness and buy this notebook. We think you get 


light as to be almost inconsequential. clarity has to be seen to be believed. the idea. 
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QO: Qosmio series are that you want to pay 
designed as multimedia stations, £1,760 to use the 
combining music, TV and film machine as a DVD player. PRICE £1,760 (£1,498 ex VAT) 
functionality into a relatively compact In terms of software, racials E La 
ate ae SUPPLIER Expansys 0161 868 0868 
form factor. The question is, will the G10 runs Windows INFO wwwioshiba co.uk 
anybody buy them? XP Media Center Edition, WARRANTY One year, return to base 
Toshiba has already addressed one but strangely Toshiba 
of our main concerns over the original has also slapped on 
Qosmio E10 (reviewed in PC Plus 224), its own QosmioPlayer. 
by equipping this latest model with a Surely some money 
widescreen display. This panel features could be saved by 
good resolution and incredible removing one of the 7 
brightness, even rivalling Sonys best. two? As it is, both run smoothly with provide good application speed. 
But even with the stereo speakers the aid of the supplied remote control. | However, all the additional features, ( PCPlus ratings =] 
offering above-average reproduction, Quite apart from all the multimedia affects system performance and TOSHIBA QOSMIO G10-100 
will enthusiasts really watch television tomfoolery, this looks like it should be battery life also suffers badly, mainly CUYD 
on a l/in screen just so they can store a decent PC. An 80GB hard drive/ DVD/ due to that dazzling screen. 
content digitally? You do get a RW combination isnt to be sniffed at, Were just not quite sure that the 
multitude of video outputs, including and usually a 1./GHz Pentium M, with multimedia extras are worth the price, 
component and S-Video, but we doubt that 855PM chipset again, would or the performance trade-off. 





The best graphics? 
All of these laptops are stuck with the graphics they ship with, but things will change... 











If you seek to do more with your laptop than view That said, the Ixius is equipped with Nvidia's new 

spreadsheets and access the web, a potent graphics 256MB GeForce 6800 Go, delivering 3DMark scores over 
subsystem is vital. Up until now, we'd have plumped for twice as high as the ATi's 128MB 9700. Key to the 6800's 
ATi's Mobility Radeon 9700 with 128MB VRAM — most prowess is a 12-pixel pipeline architecture, compared to 


of the laptops here rely on this VPU. Coupled with a the four pipes in the ageing 9700. The 6800 Go in the 

speedy CPU, it can pump up a laptop to cope with the Ixius is hardwired into the motherboard, but future 

latest 3D games, such as Half Life 2 and Doom 3. laptops will feature Nvidia's VPU on a removable 
While Intel's Alviso chipset, part of the Sonoma or PCI Express module, dubbed MXM, making 


‘Centrino 2’ platform, has delayed the introduction of laptop graphics upgradeable for the 

PCI Express until 01 2005, laptop manufacturers have first time — thanks to a unified form 
resorted to squeezing 915P desktop boards into laptop factor (right). ATi also has a next-gen 
form factors. The Ixius 3.4 from MV is a prime example mobile chip in development based on its 
of this sort of stopgap thinking, a barely portable Radeon X800, codenamed M28. This will 


machine with desktop-rivalling performance on the one most likely be tied to ATi's PCI Express module 
hand, but a woeful 75-minute battery life on the other. design, AXIOM. DE E 
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LAPTOPS 





This month's contenders up close... 





























Manufacturer Advent Evesham Hi-Grade Mesh 

System name 7066M M600NE Voyager X5 Notino C2200 Ultima 3.4GHz Pro 

Price £830 (£706 ex VAT) £1,409 (£1,199 ex VAT) £1,449 (£1,233 ex VAT) £1,174 (£999 ex VAT) £999 (£850 ex VAT) 

Delivery £10 (£9 ex VAT) £46 (£39 ex VAT) £40 (£34 ex VAT) £29 (£25 ex VAT) £46 (£39 ex VAT) 

Supplier PC World 08702 42 0444 AJP 020 8208 9744 Evesham 0870 160 9500 Hi Grade 020 8532 6111 Mesh 0870 046 4747 

Info www.pcworld.co.uk WWwW.ajp.co.uk Www.evesham.com www.hi-grade.co.uk www.meshcomputers.com 

Warranty One year return to base Three years return to base One year on-site, Two years RTB Two year return to base Three years return to base 
1.5GHz Intel Celeron M 340 1.8GHz Intel Pentium M 745 2.1GHz Pentium M 765 1.8GHz Pentium M 745 3.4GHz Intel Pentium 4 550 

RAM 512MB DDR333 1GB DDR333 512MB DDR333 512MB DDR333 1GB DDR400 

Core logic SiS 661FXX Intel 855PM Intel 855PM Intel 855GME SiS 648FX 

HDD 80GB Hitachi (4,200rpm} 100GB Fujitsu (4,200rpm) ep er Cignal 80GB Fujitsu (4,200rpm) 60GB Fujitsu (4,200rpm) 

Drives LG DVD+RW 2x Toshiba DVD+RW 4x Panasonic Multi DVD/RW 4x Panasonic Multi DVD/RW 4x Sony DVD+RW 8x 

Graphics Integrated SiS 661FX (32MB ATi Mobilty Radeon 9700 ATi Mobility Radeon 9700 Integrated Intel 855GME ATi Mobility Radeon 9700 
shared) (64MB) (128MB) (64MB shared) (128MB) 

Screen 12.1in WXGA (1,280x800) 15.4in WSXGA (1,680x1,050) 15.4in WXGA (1,280x800) 12.1in WXGA (1,280x800) 15.1in SXGA (1,400x1,050) 

Sound Integrated SiS 7012 Integrated Intel AC'97 Integrated Intel AC’97 Integrated Intel AC’97 Integrated SiS 7012 

Speakers Stereo Stereo Stereo Stereo Stereo 

Comms 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 10/100 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, IR, Gigabit 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 10/100 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 10/100 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, Gigabit 
Ethernet, 56K Modem Ethernet, 56K Modem Ethernet, 56K Modem Ethernet, 56K Modem Ethernet, 56K Modem 

Ports 3x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 3- 4x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 3x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 2x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 2x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
in-1 Card Reader, VGA-Out, PCMCIA Type Il, Parallel, 3-in-4 PCMCIA Type Il, 3-in-1 Card PCMCIA Type Il, CompactFlash, Serial, Parallel, 5-in-1 Card 
Headphones, Mic Card Reader, VGA-Out, S-Video Reader, VGA-Out, S-Video, VGA-Out, S-Video reader, PS/2, VGA-Out, S- 

S/PDIF, Headphones, Mic Video, Headphones, Mic 
Other hardware None None None None None 


Microsoft Windows XP Home Microsoft Windows XP Home Microsoft Windows XP Home Microsoft Windows XP Home Microsoft Windows XP Home 











Bundled Software Microsoft Works 7 Ahead Nero, InterVideo Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD, Ability Office Microsoft Works 8, Pinnacle 
WinDVD4, Panda Titanium Pinnacle Studio 9 SE, Microsoft Studio 9.0SE, Microsoft Office 
Internet Security Works 7 60-day trial 

Size 225x203x28mm 354x273x34mm 354x250x32mm 297x205x25mm 329x275x36mm 

Weight 1.7Kg 2.5Kg 2.9Kg 1.8Kg 3.2Kg 

Carry case No Yes No Yes Yes 

Extra battery cost Provided £116 (£99 ex VAT) £70 (£60 ex VAT) £88 (£75 ex VAT) £93 (£79 ex VAT) 


PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict 8 ) PC verdict @ 


MobileMark 2002 Battery Life 3DMark2003 


100 150 200 250 0 1 2 3 1000 2,000 4000 6,000 


HOURS 
Samsung | 217 Rock f C O O 76a 
Co Samsung | Evesham ù 
Hi-Grade f 3h25 Meh fo 
Evesham f ae p Toshiba f 
159 Hi-Grade f AP EA 
Rock J 18 Evesham f 2628 
Advent | DNF | Advent f o Samsung [EE 
Mesh | DNF Mesh f o Rock |135 
mv (DNF Toshiba f Hi-Grade f| 120 


Toshiba | DNF | woo fù [Advent || 87 


Bigger is better Bigger is better Bigger is better 
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LAPTOPS 

















ee 
Manufacturer MV Rock Samsung Sony Toshiba 
System name Ixius 3.4 Pegasus-TL M40 Plus VAIO VGN-S2XP G10-100 
Price £1,644 (£1,399 ex VAT) £939 (£799 ex VAT) £1,635 (£1,391 ex VAT) £1,799 (£1,531 ex VAT) £1,760 (£1,498 ex VAT) 
Delivery £40 (£34 ex VAT) £20 (£17 ex VAT) £6 (£5 ex VAT) £12 (£10 ex VAT) £20 (£17 ex VAT) 
Supplier MV 0871 855 4668 RockDirect 08709 90 9090 www.dabs.com Sony 0207 365 2947 Expansys 0161 868 0868 
Info WWW.g0-mv.com www.rockdirect.com http://www.samsung.co.uk/ _—http://vaio.sony-europe.com |§ www.toshiba.co.uk 
Warranty Three years return to base Three years return to base One year return to base One year return to base One year return to base 


SPECIFICATIONS 

















CPU 3.4GHz Intel Pentium 4 550 1.7GHz Intel Pentium M 735 2.0GHz Intel Pentium M 755 1.8GHz Intel Pentium M 745 1.7GHz Pentium M 735 

RAM 512MB DDRII 533 512MB DDR333 512MB DDR333 512MB DDR333 512MB DDR333 

Core logic Intel 915P Intel 855GME Intel 855PM Intel 855PM Intel 855PM 

HDD 60GB Hitachi (7.200rpm) 60GB Hitachi (7200rpm) 80GB Hitachi (5,400rpm) 80GB Fujitsu (4,200rpm) 80GB Toshiba (5,400rpm) 

Drives Sony DVD+RW 8x Lite-On DVDRW 8x Pee CD-RW Panasonic DVDRW 2x Panasonic Multi DVD/RW 2x 

Graphics Nvidia GeForce 6800 Go Integrated Intel 855GME ATi Mobility Radeon 9700 ATi Mobility Radeon 9700 Nvidia GeForce Go5700 
(256MB) (64MB shared) (64MB) (64MB) (128MB) 

Screen 17in WXGA+ (1,440x900) 12.1in WXGA (1,280x800) 17in WXGA+ (1,440x900) 13.3in WXGA (1,280x800) 17in WXGA+ (1,440x900) 

Sound Integrated Intel Azalia Integrated Intel AC’97 Integrated Intel AC’97 Integrated Intel AC’97 Integrated Intel AC’97 

Speakers Stereo with built-in subwoofer Stereo Stereo Stereo Stereo 

Comms 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, Bluetooth, IR, 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 10/100 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 10/100 Intel 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 10/100 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, Gigabit 


Gigabit Ethernet, 56K Modem Ethernet, 56K Modem Ethernet, 56K Modem Ethernet, 56K Modem Ethernet, 56K Modem 





Ports 4x USB 2.0, 2x 4-pin FireWire, 2x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 3x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 2x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
PS/2, Serial, Parallel, VGA-Out, PCMCIA Type Il, SD Card, VGA- PCMCIA Type Il, Memory Stick, PCMCIA Type Il, VGA-Out, 


4x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
PCMCIA Type Il, Card Reader, 


DVI, S-Video, Card Reader, Out, S-Video, Headphones, Mic VGA, S-Video, Headphones, Headphones, Mic VGA, S-Video, Component, TV- 
S/PDIF, Headphones, Mic Mic In, Headphones, Mic 
Other hardware None None None None Internal TV Tuner, Toshiba 


Remote Control 


os Microsoft Windows XP Home Microsoft Windows XP Home Microsoft Windows XP Pro Microsoft Windows XP ro Microsoft Windows MCE 

Bundled Software Panda Titanium AntiVirus Ability Office 2002, InterVideo Norton AntiVirus 2004, Adobe Photoshop Elements 2, Microsoft OneNote 2003, 
2004, Roxio Creator 7, Roxio WinDVD, InterVideo Disc Acrobat Reader 6 Premiere SE, WinDVD 5, MS Works Suite 2004, Intervideo 
DVDMax Player 2 Master 2, Panda Titanium AV Works 7, Norton 2004 WinDVD, Norton 2004 





Size 395x290x50mm 292x230x25mm 395x277x33mm 313x225x35mm 406x285x38mm 
Weight 5Kg 2.2Kg 3Kg 1.9Kg 4.4Kg 

Carry case Yes Yes No No Yes 

Extra battery cost £116 (£99 ex VAT) £116 (£99 ex VAT) £123 (£105 ex VAT) £148 (£126 ex VAT) £70 (£60 ex VAT) 





PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict © PC verdict © PC verdict @ 


HDTach Random Access Time 
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3DMark 2005 HDTach Average Read Speed 
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EDITOR'S CHOICE 


SONY VAIO VGN-S2XP 


PRICE £1,799 (£1,531 ex VAT) + £10 (£9 ex VAT) delivery 
SUPPLIER £12 (£10 ex VAT) 

INFO hittp://vaio.sony-europe.com 

WARRANTY One year, return to base 


great deal of this Lab Test has been dedicated 


to showing how different notebooks fit different 
users’ needs. This one system, however, goes against 


everything we've been saying. The VGN-S2XP is as 
thin and light as you could want a laptop to be, and 
yet it still boasts enough power to run desktop 


applications without any fuss. Its X-Black screen may 


not be the largest, but its dazzling brightness and 
pin-sharp clarity are ideal for multimedia. 





BEST VALUE 


Rock Pegasus-TL 


PRICE £939 (£799 ex VAT) + £20 (£17 ex VAT) delivery 
SUPPLIER RockDirect 0870 990 9090 
INFO www.rockdirect.com 


WARRANTY Three years, return to base 


YJ no longer have to flash the cash to get high- 
end notebook components. Rock has put together 
a machine that covers all of the important bases, and 
even some less important ones, and is offering it at a 
price under £1,000. The Pegasus-IL features a 1./GHz 
Pentium M, a DVD/RW and 802.11b/g Wi-Fi — all usually 
symptoms of a high-cost portable. It also achieves a 
battery life approaching four hours. Theres even room 
for some originality, in the form of that magic P’ button. 


PC verdict @©0000000 





LAPTOPS 





And Sony has packed all of this functionality into 
the most attractive notebook chassis we've ever laid 
eyes on. Were not easily seduced by appearances, 
but when a product looks this good and performs 
better than the competition, you can't fail to be 
impressed. Anyone who can afford it should buy this 
notebook; it’s that simple. 


PC verdict 000000000 
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BEST PERFORMER 


Samsung M40 Plus 


PRICE £1,635 (£1,391 ex VAT) + £6 (£5 ex VAT) delivery 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.samsung.co.uk 


WARRANTY One year, return to base 


Oo levels in notebooks are difficult to 
judge, as youre constantly balancing application 
speed against battery life. Fortunately, Samsung has 
Spared us any difficult decisions, by producing a system 
thats both quick and power-friendly. A MobileMark2002 
score of 217 is easily the best on test, out-stripping 
several bulky desktop replacements. The fact Samsung 
has achieved this within a miniscule chassis, with an 
average battery life of almost three hours, is incredible. 


PC verdict @©000000000 





Although not all of our machines are directly 
comparable, three models really catch the eye 


Different lifestyles, 
same old components 


The range of laptops on test here 

is hugely varied. We've covered all 
shapes and sizes, from gigantic 
gaming machines to tiny business 
workhorses. If you take a look at the 
features table, though, you'll see that 
many of these vastly differing systems 
use extremely similar components. 

It seems that whatever kind of 
machine youre building, Intel is 

the company to turn to. Somewhat 
surprisingly, Athlon 64 notebooks 

are few and far between. More 
precisely, Pentium Ms are definitely 
the CPUs of choice, working within the 
855PM/GME chipset. 

The reason for this standardisation 
is simple. Intel's Centrino technology 
is far and away the best platform for 
mobile PCs. If you want maximum 
performance without sacrificing 
battery life, it's really your only option. 
Of course, if you use the full Centrino 
set-up, you also get 802.11b/g Wi-Fi, 
which is why notebooks across the 
varying price ranges now feature this 
wireless standard. 

So, will this rather predictable 
situation continue? You would expect 
AMD to react at some point; it doesn't 
usually allow Intel to roam unchecked 
over any part of the silicon landscape. 
You can already find mobile versions 
of the budget-level Sempron processor, 
but these are rare creatures, and are 
regularly beaten out of low-end 
machines by low voltage Pentium Ms 
and Intel's cheaper Celeron Ms. If AMD 
wants to win a significant market 
share, it needs to release a portable 
wing to its Athlon 64 range. It probably 
also needs to convince one of its 
partners to develop a chipset to rival 
the 855PM; we're looking at you, 
Nvidia and VIA. 

Whatever AMD does, though, it’s 
going to have its work cut out for it, 
as we're awaiting the next stage in 
Intel's portable plan, the new platform 
codenamed Sonoma. We've discussed 
this collection of technologies several 
times, and it has been delayed more 
times than Longhorn, but there's little 
doubt that it will advance the Centrino 
technology still further with PCI-E, 
802.11a/b/g and a 533MHz FSB. 


PCPlus 225 | January 2005 








RAID ADAPTORS 


i 


With Serial ATA starting to become ubiquitous, James Morris 
assesses the merits of multiple Serial ATA disks in a RAID 


erial ATA has finally come of age. Not only is 
Oon found in most new desktop PCs, the 
interface is also making headway into the 
enterprise sector. On top of this, SATA disks have 
now reached a level where there's only a small 
premium over the same disk in PATA format. 

But what if your PC doesn't support SAIA, or your 
motherboards built-in chipset doesnt have the RAID 
features you require? This month, weve rounded up 
five of the best SATA RAID adaptors, and the top 
award winner will only set you back £64. We've 
chosen to focus primarily on four-port adaptors, 


ATTI LE> 
il 


Contents 


though all of the units are also available in two-port 
versions with a reduced feature-set and price. A four- 
drive RAID is overkill for a desktop PC, but we've also 
assessed the opportunities available with this many 
disks. If you have a high-end workstation and are 
looking to upgrade to SATA RAID, you may want the 
option of the higher RAID levels. These provide 
opportunities for faster performance, or the ability to 
blend speed and fault-tolerance in the same RAID. 

Whether youre looking to add a performance RAID 
0 array to your desktop, or protect data with RAID 1 or 
RAID 5, we have a SATA RAID adaptor for you. 





James Morris 
j@tzero.co.uk 


There’s nothing James Morris likes 


better than a matching set of 
drives he can run in parallel for 
improved performance 


Editor's Choice 


Our top award for products 
that combine exceptional 
performance and quality 
with superb value for money 


PE phano 
te Snes 
Performance Award 


Awarded to products that 
excel in our performance 
and quality tests, where 
money is Jess important 


Value Award 


Awarded to products that 
represent outstanding value 
for money, giving you more 
bangs per buck 
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RAID ADAPTORS 


How we tested 


By employing the HD Tach 3 RW benchmark, we're able to separate the cream from the milk 


ur main focus in this Lab Test was the 

© performance of each adaptor in a two-disk 
RAID 0 striped array and a RAID 1 mirror. However, 
we also assessed each device's ability to create 
fault-tolerant arrays such as RAID 5. To provide us 
with an average read and write speed for each 
set-up, we've used Simpli Software's HD Tach 3 RW 
(www.simplisoftware.com), which is an industry- 


standard benchmark. 


Our arrays were built using a collection of 
Western Digital's brand new Caviar RE drives. This 
is a variant of the Caviar SE designed specifically 
for RAID configurations. It offers features such as 
TLER (Time Limited Error Recovery), which reduces 
the frequency of a drive dropping out of the array 
after a minor error, and a one million hour MTBF 
(mean time before failure). We called on two 
platforms for testing, a desktop and a workstation. 


workstation instead. 


3WARE Escalade 8506-4LP 


PRICE £262 (£223 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Span 020 8288 8555 
INFO www.3ware.com 
WARRANTY Three years 


3WARE ESCALADE 
8506-4LP 





000000000 
000000 


Features 


Performance 





3 Yii has very clearly targeted the 
enterprise with the majority of its 


products. Despite this, 3ware RAID 
adaptors have plenty of cachet with 
high-end desktop users. Theres support 
for all flavours of RAID: 0, 1, 1+0, 5 and 
JBOD (‘just a bunch of disks’). 

However, we had problems with our 
main test rig, as it refused to recognise 
any of the disks we attached. For this 
one adaptor, we were forced to move 
over to a different test system, which 
was only able to perform the read 
portions of the test. We've included the 
results for your information, but they cant 
be directly compared to the other scores, 
as the test platform was very different. 

Once we had the 3ware up and 
running, it performed well on our back- 
up rig. RAID O read performance was 


ADAPTEC Serial ATA RAID 2410SA 


PRICE £223 (£190 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Scan 0870 755 4747 
INFO www.adaptec.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


ADAPTEC SERIAL ATA RAID 
2410SA 


CELAA KA KS) 
Performance 000900 


Features 
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Or: used to be the biggest 
name in storage adaptors, but it's 
slipped out of the limelight as SCSI has 
retreated from the desktop PC into its 
last stronghold in servers. The 2410SA 
isn't going to forge a new desktop 
empire for Adaptec, either, as It's 
resolutely aimed at the enterprise user. 
With a 66MHz 64-bit PCI interface, it 
has the credentials for a four-disk array 
but, like other adaptors, it will work fine 
in a standard 32-bit PCI slot. 

On paper, the Adaptec 2410SA 
should be replete with features, too, but 
many of them werent implemented at 
the time of writing. A big update is due 
after this Lab Test is published, so 
some of them could be available by 
the time you read this. According to the 
manual, the 2410SA supports RAID 


The desktop test system was a Biostar iDEQ 200P 
small form factor chassis with an Athlon 64 3400+ 
processor and 1GB of Corsair TwinX PC3200 memory. 
We set this PC up with a two-drive RAID 0 array and 
then a RAID 1 array. As it was only equipped with a 32- 
bit PCI slot, adding more drives would have pushed a 
past the bandwidth limitation of the PCI bus (see ‘PCI i ILL L ono 
Express yourself’ on p107 for more details). However, : 
one of the adaptors refused to work in our main test 
rig, so we had to install this in a dual Athlon MP 2400+ 


For all of the RAID 0 arrays, we set the stripe block 
size to 64KB. For reference, we also tested a single 
drive, and then two-drive RAID 0 and 1 arrays attached 
to the Biostar desktop PC's built-in VIA SATA RAID 
chipset. The results show whether each adaptor will 
give you better performance than what you might 
already have built into your motherboard. E 


reasonable, and RAID 1 
reading was scarcely 
different from a single 
disk. Without the write 
tests, we can't give a 
full pronouncement on 
the 8506-4LPs 
performance abilities. 
However, it does have 
a 64-bit, 66MHz PCI 
interface, so it will cope 
with the throughput of 
four disks in a RAID O array, presuming 
the host system has a matching slot. 
The sware controller also has an 
undocumented feature where drives that 
it configures into an array are locked and 
become unusable on another system. 
The array must be deleted on the 
original controller to release them. This is 


migration, where a 
RAID O array can be 
migrated to RAID 5. 
However, only the 
ability to create a RAID 
0 stripe from a single 
disk without losing 
data could be found 
in the BIOS. 

What really let the 
Adaptec down was Its 
performance. It was 
the slowest with both types of RAID. 
The speed recorded with a RAID 0 
stripe was actually slower than a single 
disk, although mirror performance 
wasnt quite so dismal. We tried 
upgrading to the very latest firmware, 
but this actually managed to reduce 
performance slightly. 









Ce ee a 
cereal e e tolled 





Simpli Software’s HD Tach 3 RW is an industry- 
standard benchmark for hard disk testing. 


something we discovered the hard way. 
We also found the BIOS utility was 
particularly slow to respond, but the 
layout was functional. 

And, unless you specifically need 
64-bit PCI bandwidth, the HighPoint 
RocketRAID offers similar features at a 
quarter of the price. 


Future firmware updates could well 
fix these problems. Once the full range 
of RAID migration abilities are added, 
this card will have some unique 
abilities compared to other cards in its 
class. Until these features are released, 
the 2410SA costs more than other 
adaptors for little extra benefit. 











HIGHPOINT RocketRAID 1640 








o: Promise, HighPoint saw 

the potential in creating RAID 
adaptors for IDE drives, but youre more 
likely to have come across its chipsets 
integrated onto motherboards than in 
add-on adaptors. Yet, the company is 
just as good in this department. 

For a start, the 1640 has a wide 
support for different RAID types. 
Alongside RAID 0, 1 and 1+0, theres 
RAID 5 and JBOD. When creating a 
mirror, data can be duplicated from an 
existing disk. However, the card only 
has a 32-bit, 33MHz PCI interface, so will 
limit the bandwidth of a fully loaded 
four-drive stripe array. 

On a standard desktop using just 
two disks, it coped admirably with both 
RAID 0 and RAID 1 mode. With a RAID 0 
array, read rates were slower than the 


PACIFIC DIGITAL Talon ZL4-150 


D: decided to include the Pacific 
Digital Talon despite the absence 
of UK distribution for the product. The 
ZL range has a reputation for 
performance, and we wanted to put its 
fame to the test. The Talon was one of 
the first adaptors to support Tagged 
Command Queuing, which speeds up 
disk access by reordering commands to 
fit better with the way data is actually 
stored on the disk. This requires disks 
that also support the feature. 

As a desktop card with the latest 1.1 
drivers, the Talon impressed. With RAID 
1, it wasn't any slower than a single 
disk. Results with RAID O were similarly 


impressive. Read results were mediocre, 


but writing was by far the fastest on 
test. The ZL4 takes good advantage of 
the parallel capabilities of RAID O for a 


PROMISE FastTrak $150 TX4 


QO: was one of the first 
companies to see the potential 
in non-SCSI RAID adaptors. Its multi- 
channel FastTrak IDE cards led the way 
with using truly inexpensive AIA disks 
in performance and fault-tolerant 
arrays. The company has made the 
transition to Serial AIA well, with a 
range of competitively priced and 
feature-rich adaptors. 

The 1X4 is Promises entry-level 
four-port RAID adaptor. As such, it only 
offers a 32-bit, 66MHz PCI interface. The 
Promise is also less well-equipped for 
the high-end user in terms of features. 
Yet, although RAID 0+1 is supported, 
theres sadly no option to create a 
RAID 5 array. 

As a desktop PC card, the Promise 
has plenty in its favour. The BIOS 







onboard VIA SATA 
chipset, but writing 
was faster With a RAID <4 
1 mirror, the HighPoint 
didn't lose much 
compared to a single 
disk for reading, but 
writing encountered 
some overhead. 

The BIOS utility 
is well organised, 
though it adds 
confusion by appearing to offer two 
possible drives per channel. This is a 
legacy of HighPoint, using the same 
BIOS with its Parallel ATA RAID adaptors. 
The Windows Management utility takes 
some getting used to, as well. You have 
to connect to a loopback adaptor to 
gain access, and then log in. The 


desktop configuration. 
The BIOS utility is well 
organised, too, and {© 
the PDC RAID Manager @ 
Utility is a bit rough 
and ready but also 
fully featured. 

The Talon does 
have its weaknesses, 
however. It’s still only 
a 32-bit PCI card, albeit 
of the 66MHz variety, 
so in most PCs it wont be able to keep 
up with a full complement of four disks 
in a RAID O array. And, although RAID 
0+1 is supported, RAID 5 isn't, so it 
wouldn't be a good choice for a server. 

Its a real shame Pacific Digital has 
no UK reseller as yet. The Talon ZL4's 
good all-round performance would 


configuration screen is 
well-organised and 
simple to use, as is 
the PAM Windows 
utility. With the latter, 
you don't have to go 
through the rigmarole 
of connecting to a 
loopback server to 
get into the utility 

(as you do with the 
HighPoint). Remote 
management is still a possibility, 
however, using a different version of 
the PAM. When configuring a RAID 1 
array, theres an option to ‘Create and 
Duplicate’, which enables an existing 
disk to be copied across to a new one. 
So, you can mirror existing data 
without having to wipe the disk. 
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RocketRAID 1640 is a feature-rich 
adaptor with good all-round 
performance. Its lack of a 64-bit PCI 
interface makes it less optimal for 
server environments, but if you're 
looking for a SATA RAID add-on for your 
desktop PC, it covers all the bases for a 
more than reasonable price. 


=R 
a | s 
PEREORMANCE 
AWARD 


make it a great choice for the high-end 
desktop PC. It still competes well on 
value, even with expensive DHL 
shipment from the US, but with a local 
UK site to buy from, it would be very 
good value indeed. If you can stomach 
purchasing it from America, its well 
worth considering. 





Desktop PC performance was a bit 
of a mixed bag, however. Read speeds 
for RAID O and RAID 1 were some of the 
best around, but write performance 
was curiously slow. Still, you'll be 
reading data more often than writing it, 
and the Promise delivers the goods in 
this department. 





PRICE £75 (£64 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Scan 0870 755 4747 
INFO www.highpoint-tech.com 
WARRANTY One year 


HIGHPOINT 
ROCKETRAID 1640 


Value 009000000009 
009000000 
009000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 


| 


PRICE £71 (includes delivery from US) 
SUPPLIER Provantage +1 330 494 
8715 (US) 

INFO www.pacificdigital.com 
WARRANTY One year 


PACIFIC DIGITAL TALON 
ZL4-150 





0000000 


Features 


Performance @©000000000 





OVERALL 


| 


PRICE £82 (£70 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.planetmicro.co.uk 
INFO www.promise.com 
WARRANTY Three years 


PROMISE FASTTRAK 
$150 TX4 


Value 00000000 


Features KAA KASAT) 
Performance @000000 
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e've focused our testing this month on 
Ww) RAID performance, but there's much 
more to RAID than just increased data 
throughput. RAID stands for ‘redundant array 
of inexpensive disks’ and it's frequently used 
to help protect data, particularly in servers. 
There are so many different configurations 
that RAID comes in numbered levels, and the 
number indicates the arrangement of the 
disks in the array. 

Half of our testing this month was 
performed with a duo of Western Digital 
drives configured as a RAID 0 array. This 
means that data is split into packets and 
different packets are then written to the disks 
in the array in parallel. Theoretically, this will 
multiply performance by the number of disks 
in the array, but there are other factors that 
mean real-world throughput will generally be 
less than this. 

When the data is split up for parallel 
writing, the packets created are of a size 
dictated by the stripe block size. This can be 
anything from 4KB to 2MB. Default block 
sizes are usually somewhere in the middle, 
with 64KB a common choice. The stripe block 
size is fundamentally important, as any file 
smaller than the block size can't be broken up 
for parallel writing and ends up on just one 


Striping 


A® 
Ew 
| 
MĚ 


RAID ADAPTORS 


disk. In day-to-day disk usage, this happens 
more often than you'd think. So, even though 
our tests show that optimum throughput will 
be a lot greater with RAID 0 for most 
adaptors, you won't see the benefit of this if 
you set up your main system on a RAID 0 
array. Reading and writing small files will be 
from one disk only, giving you no 
performance advantage. You've also 
effectively multiplied your chance of losing 
data by the number of disks in the array, 
because if one disk goes down, the whole 
array will be unreadable. 


Blending RAID 
If you want to protect your data instead, RAID 
1 is a better choice. In this set-up, two disks 
are written to in parallel, but the same data 
ends up on both disks, so your files are 
mirrored. This way, if one goes down, you'll 
have the other copy of your important data. 
However, RAID 1 has two drawbacks. It's no 
faster than a single disk and is usually slower. 
It's also expensive, as you need twice as 
many disks as the storage capacity required. 
In between the two are a pair of hybrid 
RAID levels. RAID 1 and 0 can be blended as 
0+1 and 1+0 with multiples of four disks. The 
distinction between the two seems 


Striping 


Mirroring 





With RAID 0+1, the two RAID 0 stripes are mirrored, to give a performance boost from parallel writing 
along with the security of having two copies of all the data. 
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Why RAI D? With so many RAID configurations, you're left with a choice to make 


insignificant at first, but it isn’t. With 0+1, two 
stripe sets are mirrored. With 1+0, it’s the 
other way around. Although performance is 
theoretically the same, the 1+0 option is more 
fault-tolerant. With 0+1, if a drive fails from 
each mirrored stripe set, then all data is lost, 
but with 1+0, both drives in the same mirror 
pair must fail before data is lost, which has a 
much lower probability. 

A happy medium is provided by RAID 5. 
Although there are RAID 2, 3 and 4 
configurations, they're not commonly used. 
RAID 5 operates a complex parity system, 
where data is written to two disks like RAID 
1. When data is read, however, it's read in 
parallel blocks from multiple disks (as with 
RAID 0). Although writing is only as fast as 
one disk, reading can be much quicker. And if 
one disk fails, the data is still safe. However, 
replacing the faulty disk will result in a 
lengthy rebuild process. A minimum of three 
disks is required, and the capacity is equal to 
the number of disks minus one. With its 
blend of data integrity and performance, RAID 
5 offers a good compromise, particularly in a 
server environment where reading data is 
more frequent than writing it. 


Unique hybrids 

Although we've focused on the upgrade 
possibilities, you may not even need to do so 
if your RAID needs are modest. Many 
motherboards already include chipsets that 
support RAID 0 and 1, such as the VIA VT6420 
in our Biostar small form factor test PC. Intel's 
ICH5R Southbridge also has the ability 
integrated alongside its other 1/0 duties. 
Intel's latest ICH6R builds on the success of 
ICH5R by adding support for a new type of 
disk configuration called Matrix RAID. This is 
another hybrid of RAID 0 and RAID 1, but 
with a unique twist. Using Matrix RAID, you 
can have both a RAID 0 stripe and a RAID 1 
mirror at the same time with just two drives. 
Each drive is split into two portions, with one 
portion mirroring the other drive, and the 
second portion striped with the other drive 
for performance. 

Even if your onboard disk controller doesn't 
support RAID, and you don't want to purchase 
a third-party adaptor, there are still options 
available. Windows 2000 (and later) supports 
‘dynamic disks’, which enables the operating 
system itself to set up and manage RAID 
arrays. Windows NT4, XP Professional and 
2000 Workstation can create RAID 0 arrays, 
and NT Server (and above) can create RAID 1 
and 5 as well. However, unlike a hardware 
RAID, which can be accessed by any operating 
system, a Windows software RAID requires 
the appropriate version of Windows to provide 
access. So you can't use Windows software 
RAID with a boot disk array. E 
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This month's contenders up close ... 
DETAIL 


Manufacturer 3ware Adaptec HighPoint Pacific Digital | Promise 

Model Escalade 8506 LP4 Serial ATA RAID 2410SA RocketRAID 1640 Talon ZL4-150 FastTrak $150 TX4 
Price £262 (£223 ex VAT) £223 (£190 ex VAT) £75 (£64 ex VAT) £71 (N/A) £82 (£70 ex VAT) 
Supplier Span 020 8288 8555 Scan 0870 755 4747 Scan 0870 755 4747 Provantage +1 330 494 8715 (US) Planet Micro 
Supplier's website www.span.com www.scan.co.uk www.scan.co.uk www.provantage.com www.planetmicro.co.uk 


Manufacturer's website www.3ware.com www.adaptec.co.uk www.highpoint-tech.com www.pacificdigital.com www.promise.com 


PHYSICAL FEATURES 
SATA connectors 

32-bit PCI, 33MHz 

32-bit PCI, 66MHz 

64-bit PCI-X 

Low profile 

BIOS features 
Interface 

RAID 1 (mirroring) 


RAID 0+1 (striping over 
mirroring) 


RAID 1+0 (mirroring over 
striping) 


RAID 5 No 
JBOD (spanning) Yes Yes 
Stripe block sizes (KB) 64K-2MB 16K-2MB 16-128K 


Accessories included 

SATA cables 4 

Floppy driver disk supplied No Yes 

Other Low profile backplate Low profile backplate SATA power Y-cable 


PC verdict @ PC verdict @ PC verdict © PC verdict @ PC verdict @ 








SERIAL ATA RAID ADAPTOR PERFORMANCE Editor's Choice EEE) Performance ME 
RAID 0 (2 disks) RAID 1 
Read Write Read Write 


























Promise FastTrak] =- 
3ware Escalade ys) 
Pacific Digital 50.1 


VIASATARAID | = 
Promise FastTrak BT 


Pacific Digital Pacific Digital 50.1 


VIASATARAID | | 
















VIASATARAD | | 
Single drive | 
Adaptec Serial | | 
Promise FastTrak | | 


3ware Escalade N/A 


Adaptec Serial o 3 


Promise FastTrak 236 
Single drive N/A 
3ware Escalade N/A 


3ware Escalade | | 
Single drive | 
Adaptec Serial f | 


VIA SATA RAID | - | 
Adaptec Serial 458 
Single drive N/A 






Bigger is better Bigger is better 
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EDITOR’S CHOICE 
HighPoint 
RocketRAID 1640 


PRICE £75 (£64 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwscan.co.uk 
INFO wwwhighpoint-tech.com 


Q: we've primarily focused this lab test on the 
desktop user, choosing a winner was a 
relatively clear decision. Although it doesn't offer an 
enterprise-level 64-bit PCI interface, the HighPoint 
RockeRAID 1640 is still replete with useful features. It 
supports all the important RAID levels, including 0, 1, 
1+0, 5 and JBOD. 

Performance is also well up to scratch. It couldn't 
quite match the Pacific Digital overall, but there were 
no real weaknesses. Both reading and writing got a 
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BEST PERFORMANCE 
Pacific Digital 
Talon ZL4-150 


PRICE £71 (includes delivery from US) 
SUPPLIER www.provantage.com 
INFO www.pacificdigital.com 


Oie you can currently only buy the 
ZL4-150 from US websites, but its worth every 


effort you make in trying to get one. The Talon 


achieved stunning performance across the board. Our 


test results for the Talon as a desktop card were 
highly impressive; RAID 0 writing was exemplary and 
was leagues ahead of other adaptors. RAID 1 
performance was also scarcely any different from a 
single disk, so you'll have no speed hit from setting 
up a fault-tolerant mirror. However, the Talon ZL4-150 
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decent boost from RAID 0 striping, and mirroring two 
disks didn’t dent performance badly. Whether youre 
after fast RAID O or fault-tolerant RAID 1, the 1640 will 
cope admirably. 

Best of all, the comprehensive features and good 
performance are delivered for the lowest price of any 
adaptor this month. If you're looking to add Serial ATA 
RAID to your desktop PC, it's a real bargain. 


PC verdict 000000000 





is primarily aimed at desktop users, as only a 32-bit 
PCI interface is used, and theres no RAID 5 support 
either. The BIOS utility is well-organised and the PDC 
RAID Manager Utility is fully featured. Even with 
expensive international shipping, it's still great value, 
and well worth considering for a performance 
desktop or workstation, despite its weaknesses as 
regards its 32-bit PCI card status. 


PC verdict 00000000 





Our test results revealed a clear winner this month, 
with the high point being the HighPoint 


PCI Express yourself 


Throughout this lab test, we've hinted 
at the performance issues of running 
more than two modern disks over the 
standard 32-bit PCI bus. This operates 
at 33MHz, so has a theoretical 
maximum throughput of 133MB/s. But 
this bandwidth is shared with all the 
devices on the bus, so you're unlikely 
to ever achieve this figure in reality. 
Considering that a single example of 
our Western Digital Caviar RE test disks 
is capable of more than 50MB/s 
average throughput, a RAID 0 stripe 
with just two disks is already starting 
to approach the limits of 32-bit PCI. 

The best adaptors this month can 
deliver 90MB/s or more with just two 
disks, so clearly four will push well 
beyond the 133MB/s limit of standard 
PCI. Many manufacturers have chosen 
to upgrade the connection on their 
devices to a 66MHz version, doubling 
the available bandwidth. However, 
you'll need a slot that supports it, and 
most existing motherboards still only 
have the 33MHz PCI variety. 

In the enterprise, 64-bit PCI has 
been the answer to this problem for 
some time. These longer PCI slots not 
only double the width of the datapath, 
they also operate at 66, 100 or 
133MHz, for 533, 800 or 1,067MB/s of 
potential throughput. They also 
support the 66MHz mode of some of 
this month's 32-bit PCI adaptors. 
However, almost no desktop PCs offer 
64-bit slots. Some workstations have 
them, but you still have to make sure 
the chipset actually supports the full 
bandwidth specification. Our back-up 
test system's Asus A7M266-D 
motherboard, though sporting a pair 
of 64-bit slots, still limits these to 
133MB/s shared between the two. 

PCI Express will end all these issues 
once and for all. Even a 1x PCI-E slot 
offers 250MB/s in each direction. This 
isn't shared bandwidth either - the 
attached device will have it all to itself. 
Even this entry-level slot will allow a 
four-drive RAID 0 array sufficient 
bandwidth, at least until hard disks 
become significantly faster. PCI-E 1x 
slots are already found on PCs costing 
well under £1,000. For now, though, 
building a stripe with more than two 
disks on a system with just 32-bit PCI 
is a relatively pointless exercise. 
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>We solve your computing problems 


HELPDESK CONTENTS 
130 Finding dead links 


130 Dysfunctional CDs 


131 Small files transfer 


131 ISP recommended WEB PAGE LINKS 
firewalls 
132 File-level security Finding dead links 


132 Broadband speed tests 


133 KDE custom menu icons 


My website has been up for 
about a year and I'm beginning 


to get emails from people who tell 


133 Disappearing Taskbar 
133 Self-timers 

133 KDE desktop 

135 Antivirus conflicts 
135 PCis slowing down 
135 Updates and SP2 

135 Accessibility narrator Robert Watt 
135 Dual-booting bootloaders 


136 Windows XP menus 


me that some of the links from my 
site are broken. | occasionally get 
spam advertising link-checking 
services but am reluctant to pay 
for something that | could either 
do myself (which I've had a go at 
and takes ages) or get done for 
free. Is there a program? Can 

you help, please? 


Its possible to write a program 


that will effectively spider your 


136 Stop press ... SP2 ... again! 
HELPDESK HARDWARE 


website, looking for links and then 
following them through looking for 


broken ones (this is effectively what 


140 Paper's paper, right? 
HELPDESK EXTRA 


you do when you do it by hand, 
though any apparently broken links can 


be put into a list and checked later on 


142 Hardened OS 
143 New OpenBSD releases 


automatically). But, as the saying goes, 
‘If you've got a dog, why bark yourself?’ 


The W3C has a facility to check for 


143 OpenBSD Security 


broken links at http://validator. 
w3.org/checklink /. 


Just type in the URL of your links 
page or your homepage (and get it to 
spider your site recursively) and click on 


Use W3C’s link validity checking 
facility to keep an eye on your 
website’s links. It’s already 
there so why pay for it? 


Location Edit View Go Bookmarks Tools Settings Window Help 


2a aGXOHDHASAQada 


LA Location: i) http//Validator.w3.org/ehecklink/ +) e 





W355 Link Checker 
Das 


Dowwican Vaunasoa 


Enter the address (URL) of a document that you would like to check 
fupzAww.fresh.files2.serveftp.neY 


la —————————————————— 


| (J Summary only 

| [C Hide redirects: © all © for directories only 

| C| Don't send the Accept- Language header 

| E Check linked documents recursively, recursion depth M 


| C| Save options in a cookie 
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the ‘check’ button. After a while, it will 
display the results for you and youre 
then in a position to follow them up 


yourself and 
edit your page 
(if you have a 
lot of links, or 
many broken 
links on your 
page, it might 
time out on 
your browser, 
so make sure 
that your time- 
out setting Is 
high enough). 
You can do 
this on your 
own machine 


if youre running one of the various 
Unix platforms, and you can download 
a tar.gz of the link validator from CPAN 
(Perl — Comprehensive Perl Archive 
Network) and compile it to run on your 
own machine. The code uses POSIX 
Standards-compliant system references, 
so if you want to run it on Windows 
(which is not POSIX standards 
compliant), you'll have to sort through 
the code yourself. 


MULTIMEDIA — AUDIO 
Dysfunctional CDs 


| have a problem with some of 

the CDs in my collection. While 
all of the others play well from 
beginning to end, some have short 
glitches of noise that ruin the whole 
experience. I've tried pausing them 
and re-running them but the glitches 
happen in exactly the same places. 
I've had a look at the surface of the 
CDs and nothing appears to be 
wrong with them. 

Just to check this out, | borrowed 

a friend's CD player and they ran all 
right. Is this something wrong with 
the CD player on my computer? 
Andrew Green 


A computer is able to look at a 

CD a sector at a time and relies 
upon the data it reads to know where 
to look for the following data. The 
manufacturers of CDs have come up 
with an idea (decide for yourself if it’s 
brilliant or insane) whereby the data 
that tells the reader (in your case, a 
computer) where to look is already 
corrupted. This means that while it 
will play on a no-brainer CD player on 
your computer, it will either play 
incorrectly or not at all, resulting in 
you not being able to create your 
own ‘my favourites’ CD-R, or only a 
vastly inferior version of any track. In 
addition to this, any damage caused 
to the CD by normal wear and tear 
will reduce the life of the CD in the 
normal way but, in this case, the 








Paul Grosse and Wilf Hey test broadband speeds, secure the 
insecure and provide solid advice for testing antivirus products 


damage has a head start. In effect, 
youre buying something that has the 
life expectancy of a second-hand CD. 

IF you thought that was bad 
enough, there are hybrid SACDs 
which, on the back of the label, say 
that they will play on a CD player. If 
you try one of these on a normal CD 
player, it will start in the usual time of 
a few seconds. If you put it into a PC 
with an old CD player that's not 
designed to read DVDs, it will play 
normally in that machine, but if you 
insert it into a machine that reads 
DVDs as well, it takes several minutes 
to work out what its looking at. | 
timed one at nearly three minutes on 
Windows XP and it never even made 
it on Linux or OpenBSD. If you're lucky 
with your system configuration on 
Windows XP you can get into the 
properties dialog for your CD/DVD 
player and turn off digital playback, 
which can help ... sometimes. How 
you get there depends on how 
you've set up your menu system, 
but if you do something along the 
lines of Start | Settings | Control 
Panel | Sounds and Audio Devices, 
click on the ‘Hardware’ tab, highlight 
your CD/DVD player in the list and 
then click on the ‘Properties’ button. 
You should then get a variant of the 
dialog box in the screenshot. If you 
click on its ‘Properties’ tab and then 
uncheck the ‘Enable digital CD audio 
for this CD-ROM device’ checkbox, 
you can cut the waiting time in half 
or make the difference between it 
playing or not playing. However, 
waiting for more than 15 seconds for 
it to be read is not what | would call 
fully functional. 

Clearly, if its your only CD player 
and the CD box claims that it will play 
on a CD player, it’s not fit for the 
purpose for which it was sold and 
you should be able to get your 
money back. As for getting hold of a 
proper working copy of the album 
that’s not ‘pre-aged’ or copy 
protected, that’s up to the CD 
manufacturers. 


Contact us 


helpdesk @ pcplus.co.uk 
O Fax - 01225 732 295 


M] Write to: HelpDesk, Future Publishing, 
30 Monmouth Street, Bath BA1 2BW 


HelpDesk welcomes questions, tips and follow-ups to published items, 
but please note that we can only respond via the pages of the magazine. 
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In the ‘Hardware’ tab (1), highlight your player (2), click on ‘Properties’ (3), and in the 
‘Properties’ tab (4), uncheck ‘Enable digital CD audio for this CD-ROM device’ (5). 


WINDOWS NETWORK 
Small files transfer 


| have a directory ona 

Windows 98 machine with 
just over 16,000 small (about 1KB) 
files in it. | want to transfer them 
all to a Windows XP machine so 
that | can burn them onto CD-R 
before I delete them off the 
Windows 98 machine. I've made 
the directory on the Windows 98 
machine a network share and I can 


see it and explore it on the XP 
machine. | have sufficient space on 
the XP machine to accomplish the 
transfer, but if | open two copies of 
Windows Explorer, highlight the 
files in the network share and drag 
them across to the directory | have 
ready for them, the ‘Copying’ 
progress box opens with ‘Preparing 
to copy’ but, after a while, the 
process fails. The network runs at 
100Mbps, so surely it can't be that. 
Is there a way of doing this? 

Steve Bateman 


ISP recommended firewalls 


Going onto broadband usually means getting a firewall, but which one should you choose? 


It should go without saying that home 
users of broadband need to use a 
firewall. However, it’s not reasonable to 
expect home users to be security 
experts, so ISPs recommend that their 
user population install and use a 
particular make of desktop firewall. 
While there's no such thing as a 
completely secure firewall of any type, a 
desktop is a particularly weak place to 
put a firewall, though it's still a lot 
better than none at all. 

Unfortunately, ISPs tend to strike 
deals with one particular firewall 
vendor and, as a result, their users 


mostly go for the recommended firewall. 


Why should they do anything else? 
They can't be expected to know 
anything different to what they've been 
told by their ISP One reason that this is 
unfortunate is that ISPs are assigned 
blocks of IP addresses the extent of 
which, for other good reasons, is 
accessible through the likes of RIPE and 
ARIN. All a troublemaker need do is 
identify a netblock owner's favourite 
firewall and use his scripts to attack 
every IP address in the target range, 
concentrating his efforts on a likely 
target. As the saying goes: “If you lose 





Paul Grosse 
helpdesk @pcplus.co.uk 


Paul started helping people 
with their problems on the PC 
back in the 1980s, and 
programs for fun 


Network operations are usually 

given a time within which to 
accomplish each step of an operation. 
If it takes too long to do part of it, the 
process fails. In this case, it's most 
likely that your 16,000 files are just 
taking too long to read and process. It 
might well be the Windows 98 
machine that's slow in providing the 
information that the Windows XP 
machine needs. The problem is that 
Microsoft Windows is not very well 
optimised for dealing with that 
number of files, either with transferring 
them across the network or burning 
them onto a disc. 

You can solve the problem either 
by zipping up the files into one large 
file and then pulling that across the 
network, unzipping it at the other end 
and checking that they're all OK (how 
detailed an examination is up to you, 
but you can perform an MD5 
checksum on the Windows 98 
machine of the zip file and then again 
on the Windows XP machine when it's 
been received), or you can pull the 
files across the network one or two 
thousand at a time (let's be realistic). 

Instead of just making a cup of tea 
while you do this, you'll probably find 
that there's enough time to cook a 
curry (no, there isn't a recipe for a 
curry on this month's SuperDisc). The 
reason for this being so slow is that 


its related to the latency of the system => 


your keys in the dark, look under the 
lamp-post.” Knowing that a good 
proportion of IP addresses on a 
particular netblock are going to be 
inhabited by inexperienced Windows 
users with a particular brand of desktop 
firewall is more than some can resist. 

The best policy for the users of any 
particular ISP is to avoid using an ISP 
recommended firewall because they'll 
be targetted specifically. Ideally, a user's 
primary firewall — the first thing that 
incoming Internet traffic sees — should 
be a firewall appliance. Failing this, use 
a different one. E 
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helpdesk @ pcplus.co.uk 


Wilf has been hanging around 
computers for decades now: 
you'd think that something 
clever would rub off on him 





WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
helpdesk @pcplus.co.uk 

Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BA1 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 

HelpDesk welcomes questions, 
tips and follow-ups to published 
items, but please note that we 
can only respond via the pages 
of the magazine. 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


Personal Firewall Plus 
Always-on protection fro 
hackers for Broadband a 
dial-up users - keeps pri 
files private and traces t 
source of hacker attacks 


> Free 30-day trial 
> Annual subscription for only £19.99 


a | 
McAfee Privacy Service with parenti 


While there’s nothing wrong 
with any of the firewalls 
recommended by ISPs, creating 
artificial concentrations is 
detrimental to security. 
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Microsoft Windows XP Service Pack 2 
wit? Advanced Secunty Technologies 


Continue 





Network operations that take 
too long will time out, and 
small file transfers could be 
a victim of this! 








Testing your connection speed. 
This site even gives a code to 
prevent boasting with doctored 
screenshots. 
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TOP TIP 


in and reboot. 


as a whole, rather 
than bandwidth. 
Each file that's 
pulled across the 
network has to have 
its details evaluated 
and then the 
transfer can take 
place. All of this 
takes time, and 
when you add up 
16,000 times what normally seems a 
very short period, you can cause a 
serious slowdown. | tried this out and 
youre lucky if you use up one per 
cent of the LANS total bandwidth. 
Once you have the files across, you'll 
then have to burn them, and when | 
tried this with Nero, it took about 20 
minutes just to read the files in. Then 
came the nightmare of burning them 
— preparing for the burn took five 
minutes, with the burn Itself taking 
only one minute. You must remember 
to get Nero, or whichever package 
youre using, to verify the data 
(another one and three quarter hours). 
This sort of thing is not for 

the faint-hearted. 


WINDOWS 
File-level security 


I've been running windows 
2000 on my computer since it 


If trying out something drastic (SP2 for 
instance), use a sheep-dip. Take a spare 
machine and, if necessary, put in a new 

hard drive. If it doesn’t work and you need 
the machine, just put its old personality back 


was released. The system has 
always been set-up with a single 
user with administrator privileges, 
so everyone in the household can 
use the computer. I'm now using 
the computer in my work as a 
parish clerk. Under the Data 
Protection Act, some of the parish 
council documents are confidential 
and should be secure (personal and 
commercial financial details, and so 
on). Can | set up secure user 
accounts and a partition on the hard 
disk for the council files, yet leave 
the rest of the system open for the 
family to use? 

A complete reinstall would be a 
good idea, but several years’ worth 
of downloading service packs and 
updates for the programs | use over 
a very slow dial-up connection is 
not a practical solution. I live in a 
rural area and broadband isn't on 
offer. The main software that needs 
to be available to both secure and 
non-secure users are: WordPerfect, 
Quattro Pro, QuickBooks, CorelDraw 
Suite and Eudora. 

Andrew Kennedy 


Unfortunately, Windows doesn't 

understand privileges properly, 
even with XP There are basically two 
sets of privileges, administration and 
user, which give all rights or user- 
limited rights respectively. You cant 


Broadband speed tests 


You've upgraded to a faster connection but is it as fast as they say it is? 


David Thompson asks: ‘How accurate 
are online broadband speed tests?’ The 
answer is that they're as accurate as 
they can be, given the circumstances. 
This means that the best that they can 
do is look at the amount of data that's 
getting through your connection in a 
given time. The longer that time is, the 
more accurate the result, but it still 
doesn't tell you how fast your 
connection is because there's so much 
more than data occupying your 
connection. For example, the ‘envelope’ 
that wraps every packet of data, ‘noise’ 
on the line, such as people and worms 


trying to attack your system, ARP 
address queries from your ISP and 
loads of other rubbish. 

Another thing that will affect the end 
result is the size of the pipe between 
the server and your computer. If you've 
splashed out on a 2Mbps (E1) 
connection to the Internet but the server 
you're looking at is only connected with 
a T1 (1.544Mbps), that’s as fast as the 
connection will go. The same goes for 
the entire route between the server and 
your computer; the smallest pipe is the 
fastest it will go. The best these can do 
to assess your speed is approximate — 





define groups and assign different 
sets of privileges accordingly. In the 
real world of privileges, you can place 
users in any groups you like and 
assign privileges according to the 
function of each group, so if you 
wanted some users to be able to 
have limited administration (root) 
access, you can let them have it. 
Even so, If you were going to have 
your files in a ‘Secure directory’ that 
other users couldn't access by using 
their accounts (this would have to be 
your account and they would not be 
allowed access to admin privileges), 
the information could still be accessed 
by anybody just by running a KNOPPIX 
disc, which would ignore any privileges. 
Running a Windows-based system 
with restricted access directories or 
files is not really a good solution. It 
might turn out to be good enough for 
the DPA but it's probably better to go 
for a solution that was actually secure, 
rather than one that was merely 
secure enough for some Act of 
Parliament. Remember that giving 
other users administrator access 
would preclude any security anyway, 
SO youre not going to get any help 
with this from Microsoft's file system. 
I'd suggest that you encrypt the 
sensitive files using an encryption 
product such as PGP During a session, 
you would decrypt the file, use it and 
Save your new version, then encrypt 


the margin of error can be between two 
and 25 per cent, and more responsible 
sites will tell you your measured speed 
as well as any approximation. 

| evaluated my connection (750Kbps) 
with a number of test sites and was 
given real-life figures between 250Kbps 
and 734Kbps. To determine the speed of 
your connection, you need to look at the 
highest of the figures you get, and your 
average speed will depend on many 
factors. One site that works fairly well is 
www.testmy.net, but if you type 
‘broadband speed test’ (no quotes) into 
Google, you'll see a good selection. m 


KDE custom menu icons 


Substitute your icons and watch the blowfish inflate when you hover a mouse over him 


In KDE, the main menu usually has the 
‘K’ icon, but this can be changed. To do 
this, you need to generate transparent 
versions of the design youre going to 
use and save in PNG format, which 
enables transparency at 256 levels as a 
continuous alpha channel. Create a 
large transparent logo and make copies 


the file again (deleting the in-the-clear 
version once you have a verified copy 
of the encrypted version). This would 
enable the encryption of any files that 
need it, regardless of the application 
being used, and preclude the 
successful use of other operating 
systems, and yet still enable the use 
of administration rights with other 
accounts. Remember that you should 
use an effective back-up strategy so 
that, should anything go wrong, you 


scaled down to 16, 22, 32, 48, 64 and 
128 pixels, saving them as kmenu.png.x 
(where x is the number to remind you). 
Where your existing kmenu.png files 
will be depends on your system. For 
example, in SuSE Linux, they're usually 
in /opt/kde3/share/icons/[theme]/ 
32x32/apps/ where 32x32 is the icon 


can still get to an older working 
version of your work. 

PGP can be used to encrypt files or 
the contents of the clipboard and is 
fairly straightforward to configure. If 
somebody wishes to send data to 
you, they can encrypt it with your 
public key and they'll know that you're 
the only person that can read it. The 
Same applies the other way around. 
Both versions of PGP (the international 
version Is the same as the US version, 


Location: | $ http://www. pgpi_org/pgpi/ v| > 


About The International PGP Home 
Page 


PGP products 


PGP is the name of a program originally written by Phil 
Zimmermann in 1991. Later versions have been developed and 
distributed by MIT, ViaCrypt, PGP Inc., and now Network 
Associates Inc. (NAI). But PGP is also a standard (RFC 2440: 
Open PGP Message Format). The following is a list of various 
PGP products that aim at supporting this standard. 


> PGP : the de-facto standard for email encryption (174) 

> PGPdisk ; encrypt entire disk partitions (2) 

> PGPfone : make secure telephone calls using a modem or 
over the Internet (6) 

> SDKs and programming libraries (12) 

> The GNU Privacy Guard (GnuPG) : free command line 
PGP replacement (2) 

> Tools, shells and plugins (2) 

> Various PGP derivates (4) 


[ PGP Home > Products ] 





Find out about 
PGPEurope.com 


Purpose 

The purpose of the International PGP Home Page is to promote 
the use of PGP worldwide, and to be a resource pool for 
information on the PGP program and the OpenPGP standard. If 
you feel something is missing from these pages, please drop mea 
mail at stale@hypnotech.com. 


The PGPi project 

The revenue from the advertisements on these webpages goes 
directly to the PGPi project. By clicking on the banner at the 
bottom of this page, you support the PGPi project. 


Mirror sites 
The International PGP Home Page is mirrored in several 
countries. Please use the site nearest to you. 


Adding links 
Feel free to add a link to the International PGP Home Page from 
your own home page. If you do, you may use the following GIF: 


Ga River 


The easiest way to do this, is to cut and paste the following HTML 
code into your own page: 





T|}@ http://www. pgpi. org/pgpi/project/ 


Public key products provide excellent security at the individual file-level precluding 
privilege violation attacks. If you've secured your files using just the file system, you 
need to look again, otherwise you may leave yourself vulnerable. 


KDE desktop Managing the multitude 








give up. There is another way... 


It's easy to get used to having up to 16 desktops 
to work on, and fairly easy to flip between them 
using the ‘Pager’ applet on the panel or by pressing 
[CTRL]+[Fx] (any function key). The Taskbar applet 
helps with locating particular programs, but this takes 
up room on your panel that you might not want to 


tian Butten 
Eutton 


Bookmarks 


size. In OpenBSD, look in /usr/local/ 
share/icons/[theme]/32x32/apps/. Once 
you've located your icons, go to each 
directory and rename the kmenu.png 
file to kmenu.png.old, drop the new png 
file in and rename it kmenu.png. Go into 
control panel and reload the icons, and 
your new menu icon will be there. © 


but you can download it legally as the 
site is not within the US — this is 
because of US export restrictions) can 
be found at www.pgpi.org, and for 
more information about PGP visit 
WWwW.pgp.com. 


WINDOWS 
Disappearing Taskbar 


I've lost the Taskbar and Start 
button from my desktop. This 
happens right from the start of 
running Windows and no matter 
how | try, | cannot seem to get it to 
appear again. 
Mary Crawford 


There are several things that 

could have gone wrong here. 
The most serious explanation is that 
explorer.exe has not run, for some 
reason. Sometimes, it just falls over 
and needs restarting. Press 
[CTRLI+IALT]+IDEL] and start a new 
process. In XP look under the 
Applications’ tab and click on the 
‘New Task’ button. Then, in the ‘Open 
box, type ‘c:\windows\explorer.exe’ 
where ‘c:\windows\ is your path (it 
might be different on your machine). 
Sometimes, its been corrupted either 
by the installation of a new program 
or by a virus or worm. You need to 
check if you have updated the 
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Linclutter windows 
Coico Windows 


Wark 


Piles 





Desktop Access j| term 


W Quick Browser 
'S Non-KDE Application 
E Terminal Sessions 


GIMP 


a The GIMP 


22 Preferences | WWW 


À Print System 


[5 Recent Documents =A Local Foldekox imal KUSAM 





Right-click on the panel menu somewhere other 
than on another applet. If you clicked on an 
existing program shortcut icon, click on ‘Panel Menu’. 
Whether you clicked on an existing program or a blank 
piece of panel, you should now click on Add | Special 
Button | Windowlist. This will place the ‘Windowlist’ 
menu button onto your panel. 


Bal 
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|è PC Plus Konqueror 
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MUNG (r Sibu Fikes) 


ym Bookmarks 
Quick Browser 
Run Command 


Lock Screen 


Logout 


Create your own KDE icon to 
suit your target operating 
system — different sizes allow 
for icon zooming. 








TIME MANAGEMENT 
Self-timers 


Computers can become very 
absorbing, and finishing off 
whatever it is that you're doing 
can override your sense of 
time, especially for things that 
can wait a little while you just 
finish this paragraph or that 
game level. On KDE, you can 
use KAlarm to remind you of 
any number of events with 
individually definable 
warnings that you can adjust 
to any time in advance. 
However, Linux is about 
choice. If it's a cup of coffee 
you want to time, there's a 
devoted timer for that as well! 


gramm 
BB ® - Message - KAlarm 


Pick up kids from school 





w Ale/lawa. Konqueror 
Ej het25-123+1....0rg 1.02 


© fite/homey.- Konqueror 
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When you click on the ‘Windowlist’ button, you 

see each desktop, along with all of the running 
windows, enabling you to go to the desktop as it is or 
to a specific window (even if minimised). Minimised 
windows appear in parenthesis, and those with depth 
(appearing in all desktops) are in the one they last 
had the focus in. 
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Antivirus conflicts 


Test antivirus products by all means, but uninstall your current one first 


With SP2 on Windows XP many people 
are trying out antivirus packages for the 
second time. Having exhausted the free 
use period for the first package they 
installed, they're now having another go 
with a product from a different vendor. 
While it’s commendable that users 
familiarise themselves with a range of 


system recently. A more likely 
explanation is that you've allowed your 
Taskbar to hide and be resized. This 
enables it to reduce down to just a few 
pixels high and, if you accidentally 
resize it to zero, will be even harder to 
see. One other behavioural attribute for 
the Taskbar is that you can drag it to 
any edge of the screen so, if you 
wanted to work with the menu at the 
top, you can click the mouse on an 
empty part of the Taskbar and drag it 
to the top of the screen. If it's on the 
left or the right, you can make it any 
width you like, but if Taskbar hiding is 
enabled, it will virtually disappear from 
view after just a few seconds. 

To find out if this is what's 
happened, move your mouse to each 
edge of the screen and when it turns 
into NS or EW arrows, you'll know that 
you've found it (or a program window 
that has been all but dragged off the 
edge of the screen). If it's been set to 
anything other than zero height/width, 
it should reappear. If it doesn't, you 
can drag it to whatever width you like. 


WINDOWS 
PC is slowing down 
I know this sounds odd, but 
am | right in thinking that my 


computer is getting slow? 
Mark Eaton 


products, antivirus packages can't be 
installed side-by-side without the user 
knowing what they're doing. 

The problem lies in the on-access 
part of antivirus products. These sit in 
memory and wait for executable files to 
be loaded. They do this by hooking into 
system calls and, when this happens, 


Your computer is a digital wonder 

and, although everything that 
you see is analog disguised as digital 
— from the data on its hard drive, 
through the 15s and 0's in its memory to 
the pixels on its screen — the clock 
speed doesnt gradually slow down by 
any extent youre likely to be able to 
measure, let alone see. When you first 
buy a computer, it has very little on it, 
both in terms of services that are trying 
to grab processor resources and 
programs that occupy its memory. 

Once you've installed a firewall 

you trust, and an on-access antivirus 
scanner, youll have dented the 
available resources. Next, you install 
your productivity packages. Some of 
these are so large that, in order to load 
up quicker when you need them, they 
partially load into memory when you 
Start up your computer and then just sit 
there idly waiting for you to activate 
them. Then theres the bulky operating 
system. Each version of Windows is 
bigger and slower than the last, which 
is why you need faster machines with 
larger memories. With Service Pack 2 
for Windows XP some people have 
measured a 10 per cent impact on 
speed. And even when youre browsing 
the Internet, each website you visit that 
has moving images on it will slow 
down everything else on your PC. So, 
your computer isn't actually getting 
slower, its just being burdened with 


Dual-booting bootloaders 


Configuring GRUB to work with an unrecognised partition format 


If you're thinking of dual-booting your 
system, you'll need a bootloader. On 
single OS computers, the computer will 
boot straight into the default OS. SuSE’s 
YaST also makes configuring the 
bootloader easy. SuSE detects other 
Operating systems automatically and 
they're incorporated into GRUB (the 
GRand Unified Bootloader), but if the 
other OS is something SuSE doesn't 
recognise, you may have a problem. 
One of these is OpenBSD, which uses 
the 4.2BSD file system. You should have 
OpenBSD in the first partition to avoid 
problems, which makes the following 


instructions easier to understand. 

In Linux KDE, as root, go into ‘Control 
Panel’ and YaST2 | System | Boot 
Loader Configuration. Select ‘Available 
Sections’ and click on ‘Edit’. A new list 
appears. Click on ‘Add’ and a message 
box will appear asking ‘Clone the 
selected section ... instead of creating a 
new, empty section?’, to which you 
should answer ‘No’. A new list appears 
with ‘Section Name’ highlighted. Click 
on ‘Edit’ and enter ‘OpenBSD’. In the 
‘Section Type’, select ‘other’ and the 
bottom half of the list should change. 
Edit root to say ‘(hd0,0)’ and 


they scan the file looking for viruses 
according to their programming and 
data. With one such program in place, 
all works well, but with two, even 
Windows won't load. If this happens, 
you'll have to load Windows in safe 
mode and follow the antivirus vendor's 
removal instructions. © 


many resource-consuming tasks to 
perform, instead of just getting on with 
what you bought it for. 


WINDOWS 


Updates and the SP2 
update 


I've installed SP2 for Windows 

XP Ever since installing it, 
NewTek's LightWave has refused to 
run. | continually get an error: 
‘AppName: lightwav.exe ModName: 
atiogixx.dil’, yet my paint packages 
run fine. There's a firewall in place 
and hub.exe is permitted to run on a 
local network. I've disabled the 
firewall just in case, but no joy. 

As | have a dual-boot system, I've 
attempted to run LightWave on Linux 
using Wine on Fedora 2 and was 
successful in running LightWave and 
the modeller. The version of 
LightWave is 75c. Can you assist? 
lan Farrelly 


There are really two problems 

here: Windows Updates and 
Windows Updates. Many small 
incremental updates can cause 
problems, with programs becoming 
zombies (or simply refusing to work in 
the first place). This part of the answer 
is a little like Reggie Perrins employers 
doctor saying: “have a couple of 


HELPDESK 


Antivirus Special Offers 


Dont Mave antrunus sofmere instead? Check uyt tho Pri 
mhiwnuys Calter are nmnpainas Inr speral offers pr er 
products 


Commuter Asrusiates (12 month tree trial 
tesbene roanap ints) 





| Trond Mee (Seve un to $20) 


With lots of special offers, it’s 
tempting to try them all. Uninstall 
first, though, and don’t come 
crying to us! 








WINDOWS XP 
Narrator 


Windows XP has the ‘Narrator’ 
(Accessibility) which, for 
people with visual problems is 
no doubt useful. Configure it in 
Control Panel under Sounds, 
Speech and Audio Devices | 
Speech | Speech Properties 
(dialogue). In ‘Voice Selection’, 
select the voice, though the 
only setting on the default 
system is ‘Microsoft Sam’. 
Adjust other properties of 
the voice and then preview it 
using the editable text that 
follows. If you're not visually 
impaired, this can become 
tiresome and you may be 
tempted to put something 
more colourful in the text box. 


| a, You can control the voice properties, sp 
ss text-to-speech translation 


Voice selection 


Microsoft 5 an 


Use the following text to preview the voice: 


l'm going to gnaw off my arm 





=> 


«i Boot Loader Setup 





‘chainloader’ should 
already be set to ‘+1’. 
Click on the ‘Add’ 
button and select 
‘makeactive’ from the 
drop-down combo list. 
Click on ‘OK’ and check 
the checkbox, clicking 
on ‘OK to finish. Click 
on ‘OK’ a couple of 
times from here. 

Select ‘Replace Code in MBR’, ‘Edit’, 
check the checkbox and click ‘OK’. 
Choose ‘Finish’ and you can now dual- 
boot into Linux and OpenBSD. E 








Ch. | Option value 


chus 


1. IDE, 1843 GB, /ew/hda, IC25NO20ATCS04-0 (MBR) 
/deu/hda 
windows 


a ntouched 
Back up affected Disk areas Ne 
Add Saved MBR to Boot Loader Menu No 
Save Only Changed files 
white/blue blackAight-gray 
(hd02)/boot/message 
as 


f Egit Configuration Files ) 


Boot-loaders are all right as 
long as you tell them the right 
thing. In this instance, GRUB 
looks at a *BSD. 
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Further Help 


The best place to start for help 
and advice, and updated 
drivers, is from the official 
manufacturers’ websites. 
We've listed the Internet 
addresses of many leading 
manufacturers and have 
included it on the SuperDisc. 
See the HelpDesk page on the 
SuperDisc for details. 

Newsgroups are also a great 
source of help and advice. Your 
question may already have 
been answered, so before 
posting a message, search 
previous postings at http:// 
groups.google.com/advanced_ 
group_ search. And don't forget 
PC Plus’ own forums at www. 
pcplus.co.uk. 


“© Related files on SuperDisc 
y, h See section: HelpDesk 
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One problem with Windows is that, when you 


TOP TIP 


Long distance and mobile phone unbarring 
codes can be difficult to remember, and impact 
on people other than your teenage daughter. 
Use Windows Dialer to speed things up and 
keep the number off the phone. 


Lotus Word Pro 9/ Edition for Windows 95 


Lotus Word Pro 97 Edition for Windows 95 has 
encountered a problem and needs to close. We are sorry 


for the inconvenience. 


[Fou were in the middle of something, the information vou were working on 


might be lost, 


Please tell Microsoft about this problem. 


We have created an error report that you can send tous. We will treat 
this report as confidential and anonymous. 


To zee what data this eror report contains, click here, 


Send Error Report | 





Incremental updates have always caused problems. In this case, killing a word 
processor. If all else fails, you can always roll back to before Service Pack 2. 


aspirin,” and empathising that he has it 
just as bad. | had Lotus WordPro 97 
installed and all worked well on one XP 
machine, until about a year ago when 
a Windows Update stopped it in its 
tracks. It hasn't worked since. 

On the face of it, SP2 looks as 
though its a collection of incremental 
updates, but there are some major 
changes. Windows XP with SP2 is, in 
effect, Windows XP TE (Third Edition). 
The fact that you can use your 
program with Wine on Fedora 
demonstrates (for those not familiar 


H 
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Select the ‘Start Menu’ tab and the ‘Classic Start 


with Wine, its an emulator that will run 
DOS and Windows programs on Linux) 
that theres nothing actually wrong with 
your program. The only thing thats 
changed here is Windows XP which, it 
now transpires, is incompatible with 
your programs. 

The next thing | would have 
suggested is the SP2 firewall, which is 
set to deny all by default. For some 
people, going in to Control Panel | 
Windows Firewall | Exceptions, and 
adding it as an ‘allowed’ application, 
has enabled the program to 


Windows XP menus Harder, better, faster, stronger 





communicate across the network as 
required. Other people have disabled 
the XP firewall and gone back to using 
Zone Alarm. However, the fact that 
you've disabled you firewall suggests 
that, on your system, a call is being 
made that XP (TE) no longer supports, 
or is blocked as a security measure. 

As everything else has failed, you 
could roll back to your pre-SP2 position, 
or continue to use it with Wine (as it 
clearly does work on Fedora). In the 
end, you might decide to do everything 
on Fedora — it's certainly more stable. 


Stop press ... SP2 

As I'm writing this months HelpDesk, I'm 
receiving a continual stream of emails 
from people who've had their systems, 
programs or links with their hardware 
broken by SP2. The main theme of 
advice is that, if you decide youre 
going to give SP2 a go, you should 
back-up all of your data first, make sure 
that you have the original installation 
disks for Windows XP and any 
programs or drivers (things like camera 
drivers, external disks, scanners, and so 
on) that you've installed since you had 
the computer. In addition, you should 
contact the manufacturer of your 
computer, enquiring whether there are 
any problems with SP2 on your 
computer, or if they have a special 
version of SP2 that you should use 
instead. Better to be safe! PCP 





You now have a slimmer and better functioning 





buy a fast computer, the GUI finds ways of 
squandering your expensive resources and slowing 
down navigation. However, you can regain control and 
still keep the Fisher-Price interface for your children. 
Right-click on the Start menu button and select the 
ubiquitous and ever-useful ‘Properties’ option. 


menu’ option button. Click on the ‘Customize...’ 
button to get its customise dialog box. In ‘Advanced 
Start menu options...’, scroll down to ‘Show Small 
Icons in Start menu’ and uncheck the box. Click on 
‘OK’ to take you back and then on ‘OK’ again in the 
first dialog box. 


menu. While you're at it, right-click on the 
desktop and on ‘Properties’. Click the ‘Appearance’ tab 
and the ‘Effects’ button. Uncheck everything, click on 
‘OK’ in the ‘Display Properties’ dialog, and ‘OK’ again. 
You now have a fast GUI that flicks through drop- 
down menus in an instant. 
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-We solve your hardware problems 


WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 
helpdesk @ pcplus.co.uk 
Or write to: 

HelpDesk, PC Plus 

30 Monmouth Street 
Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


JHYDRAVISION `> 


MULTIDESK 


One of the main advantages of HYDRAVISION™ 
customize different desktops. With a simple click of your mouse or the scroll 


MULTI-MONITOR MANAGEMENT SOFTWARE FOR 








Simon Pickstock sorts out graphics card conflicts and camcorder 
difficulties, and helps a student with his PowerPoint presentation 


SOUNDCARD DRIVERS 
Assigning IRQs 


I'm having a problem with IRQ 
steering in Windows 2000. I've 

installed an EMU professional sound 
card in my PC, but Windows is 
forcing the IRQ to be shared, which 
degrades the performance/latency. 

| have an ASUS A7N8X-E Deluxe 
motherboard that doesn't have a 
PNP OS setting. It’s possible to 
change the IRQs from auto to 
manual, which I've done, but they 
can't be assigned to the PCI slots. 
They can only be reserved for ISA. 
Windows is installed as standard 
HAL PC and I've turned off IRO 
steering in the device manager. 
Under the ‘resources’ tab for the 
soundcard, the settings are still 
greyed out. Can you tell me how to 
give the soundcard its own dedicated 
IRỌ without having to buy another 
motherboard with IRQ control? Is it 
possible to set the IRQs in the 
Registry or is this controlled by the 
soundcard drivers? 
Laurence Reid 


There are some devices that only 

accept a certain IRQ and it sounds 
as if your soundcard is one of them. As 
you've Identified, there are other devices 
that will enable you to change the IRQ 
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The Hydravision multi-monitor management software is used to configure your 
ATi graphics card drivers, so that you can employ a two-monitor set-up. 
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o) System Information 


File Edit View Tools Help 


System Summary 
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DMA 
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Software Environment 
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Device 

System timer 

Standard 101/102-Key or Microsoft Natural PS/2 
Communications Port (COM2) 

Communications Port (COM1) 

Standard floppy disk controller 

System CMOS real time clock 

Microsoft ACPI-Compliant System 

VIA AC'S? Audio Controller (WDM) 


NVIDIA GeForced Ti 4400 

Adaptec 4UA4-5100 PCI to USB Enhanced Host | 
VIA Rev 5 or later USB Universal Host Controller 
VIA Rev 5 or later USB Universal Host Controller 
NEC PCI to USB Open Host Controller 

Numeric data processor 

Primary IDE Channel 

Secondary IDE Channel 
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C] Search selected category only 


Close Find 


E] Search category names only 


Changing your IRQ to ensure your soundcard works properly is a relatively simple task, 
accessed through the ‘System Information’ dialog box. 


and wed suggest trying to reallocate 
one of these instead. First, run the 
‘System Information’ tool by pressing 
Start | All Programs | Accessories | 
System Tools | System Information. Click 
the [+] sign next to Hardware Resources 
and then click IRQs to see a list of 
which devices are using which IRQ. 

Look for which device is sharing 
with your soundcard and see if you 
can manually assign this to another 
IRQ. If it can't be done, the other option 
is to physically change the slots that 
the different hardware devices are 
using. This can result in different IRQs 
being assigned and should enable you 
to find a configuration that will enable 
you to have your soundcard working 
on its own IRQ or, at worst, sharing with 
a device that doesnt have an effect on 
its performance. 


GRAPHICS CARD 
Multi-monitor support 


I'm not sure whether this is a 

support question, a request for 
a complete article or even the 
subject for a book. At an age when | 
should know better, I've become an 
avid user of flight simulation 
software, mainly Microsoft FS2004 


and X-Plane. The ability of these 
systems beggars belief when | 
compare them with my RAF flying 
training in the 1960s. 

My problem now is that I wish to 
use multiple monitors and a data 
projector, together with USB flight 
controls to enhance the flying 
experience. My current system is 
Windows XP Professional on an 
Athlon XP 3200, with an ATI Radeon 
Pro video card and 1GB SDRAM and 
80GB hard drive. 

Should I obtain another CPU, and 
network it to take some of the 
processing load? If so, will the two 
CPUs help to run one program? If not, 
should I change to another video 
card? My ideal set-up would be to 
have a projector provide the main 
flight deck visuals, with another 
monitor used to display aircraft 
panels. What I'm really trying to say 
is, what would be the best way to 
set all this lot up? 

Mike Kane 


There was a time when setting 

up dual monitor support was a 
difficult process. These days, It's a 
relatively straightforward affair, with 
most new 3D cards, Windows and 
most games and applications 


Contact us 


helpdesk @pcplus.co.uk 
O Fax — 01225 732 295 


M] Write to: HelpDesk, Future Publishing, 
30 Monmouth Street, Bath BA1 2BW 


HelpDesk welcomes questions, tips and follow-ups to published items, 
but please note that we can only respond via the pages of the magazine. 
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supporting multi-monitor set-up. The 
processor you have is going to be up 
to the job, so wed concentrate on 
sorting out your graphics card set-up. 
The card you've told us about could 
be one of many, as there are several 
ATi Radeon Pro cards. The number will 
tell you which one you have. If you 
have the 9800 Pro, youre in business, 
as you already have a great card for 
dual displays. If you have a different 
number designation, check the ATi site 
to ensure it Supports dual displays. 
Dual displays can be set up with 
one card, but if you want to go the 
triple display route, with two monitors 
and a projector, the best solution is to 
get a second graphics card and add 


this to the system. The set-up is simple: 


add the card, connect the displays and 
boot up. Windows and the graphics 
card driver software (Hydravision, in 
Ali's case) make the recognition and 
configuration a straightforward affair. 


CAMCORDER 
Sony sound 


I recently purchased a Sony 

DVD200 camcorder. | previously 
had a Digital8 model from Sony, but 
the prospect of being able to record 
directly to DVD rather than tape was 
appealing. Unfortunately, | can’t get 
decent audio. I've tried from the 
camcorder itself, and also an external 
microphone, but I pick up distortion. 
How | can reduce the noise? 
William Hartson 


Sony is aware that the DVD100 

and DVD200 are subject to a 
symptom whereby sound data on 
these models may have distortion or 
noise. lts offering a free upgrade and 
transport service to customers with the 
affected DVD camcorder issues. Call 
Sony Central Service on 08/02 408060 
(9am to 5pm Monday to Friday) for 
more details. 


GRAPHICS CARD 
Graphics upgrade 
A friend of mine has just 


bought a new PC and has let 
me cannibalise parts of his old PC to 












upgrade mine. | have an STB 
Velocity graphics card, 
whereas the one I've 
borrowed is a Creative 3D 
Blaster Personal Cinema. 
When I try to install it, the 
hardware works fine but, 
with the WinDVR software, | 
get an error 
message that 
the overlay | 
isn't available. 
The graphics 
card works 
fine too, 
which is the 
main thing, 
but I'd like to 
get the additional features of this 
card working, if possible. 

Neil Moore 


First, right-click your desktop and 

select ‘Properties’. In the Display 
Properties dialog, lower the resolution, 
colour depth, or refresh rate. Next, work 
through the following remedies: If you 
have multiple display adaptors, you'll 
need to ensure the Creative card is 
configured as the primary display 
adaptor, otherwise the overlay feature 
in WinDVR won't work. Its possible 
theres another application already 
using the overlay. This can typically 
include video conferencing, video 
editing and WebTV programs. Make 
sure that these are closed, reboot and 
try to run WinDVR. 

You should also update DirectX. 
Version 8.1 is included on the Personal 
Cinema installation CD, or you can get 
an up to date download from www. 
microsoft.com/directx. 


VIDEO DISPLAY 
Projecting a good image 


As part of my course, | need 

to produce a PowerPoint 
presentation and show this to the 
class. One of the things I've done to 
make it more impressive is embed 
video into the presentation on a 
couple of slides. This works well on 
my laptop. | wanted to get familiar 
with the projector | was going to be 
using (a Compaq MP3800), so | set 
up a dummy run in the evening. After 
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Simon Pickstock 
helpdesk@pcplus.co.uk 


As a regular HelpDesk 
contributor, and also as editor 
of PC Answers, Simon knows 
a thing or two about solving 
technical problems 





Personal Cinema 


much messing about, it all seemed 
OK, but when it came to the slides 
with the video, these showed OK on 
the laptop, but the projector showed 
a black box where the video should 
be. Have | done something 
incorrectly in the presentation itself, 
or with the projector? The laptop is 
also a Compag model, which is 
running Windows XP and comes 
fitted with an ATI graphics chip. 
Ryan Wyndham 


Many video cards or drivers arent 


designed to support the display 
of video on two sources at once, but 
there are a couple of options available 
to you. One is to deactivate the laptop 
display, the other is to make the 
projector the primary source. If you do 
this, the black box will appear on your 
laptop for the video, but it will display 
correctly on the big screen. 

Set up the PC and projector with 
both switched on and connected. Right- 
click your desktop background and 
select ‘Properties’. Click the ‘Settings’ tab 
and press Advanced’. The process from 
here will vary depending on your 
graphics drivers, but well provide 
instructions as per the All drivers. 

Click the ‘Displays’ tab and press 
‘Monitor Enable’ and ‘Panel Enable’ to 
make them active. In the ‘Monitor’ box, 
click ‘Primary Video Source’, and in the 
‘Panel’ box, click ‘Secondary Video 
Source’. Click Apply’, press ‘OK’ and 
then you should be able to launch the 
presentation and get the video to 
display correctly on the projector. PCP 


If you're ‘cannibalising’ 
someone else’s old PC to 
refurnish your own, you're in 
luck if you find one of these. 


PCPlus 225 | January 2005 


HELPDESK EXTRA 


PCPlus 


HELPDESK extra 








-Your problems solved in depth 


WRITE IN 


Email your questions to: 


pcplushelpdesk @futurenet.co.uk 


Or write to: 
HelpDesk, PC Plus 
30 Monmouth Street 
Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 


month, so please send your 


messages to the correct address. 


Email SuperDisc problems to 


pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 





OpenBSD is a hardened OS with an unequalled security record. 
Paul Grosse shows you how to install and use it on your PC 


OPENBSD 
Hardened OS 


Many people have made the move 
from Windows to Linux, knowing that 
they have access to a more secure and 
Stable operating system thats cheaper 
to buy and run, both for general 
desktop use and as a server. If they're 
running a server, once its configured 
properly, the runlevel can be set to 3 so 
that the OS isn't running a GUI that’s 
not being used. While Linux out-scores 
Windows substantially (or completely) 
on these points (as well as many 
others), its still possible to use a more 
secure operating system on the PC. 
This isnt to say you can't run it on your 
laptop because it does make a very 
good laptop operating system. 
OpenBSDss primary design concern is 
security, with correctness coming a 
close second. Another advantage of 
OpenBSD is that its Canadian, and is 
therefore not encumbered by US export 
restrictions that necessarily emasculate 
the encryption strength, as happens 
with Windows. However, installation 
does require use of the command line, 
but if you've done more with a DOS 
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This is OpenBSD running KDE and Apache. The partitions are named after their device 
type and it won't even let you Substitute-User unless you're in the ‘wheel’ group. 


box in Windows than just click on the 
close button, installing OpenBSD is 
fairly easy. 

OpenBSD is released every six months, 
on 1 May and 1 November with 
OpenBSD 36 being released by the 
time you read this. In this instance, 3.5 
is used. You can either install from the 
CD set or via FTP (or HTTP) from a local 
mirror site. First of all, you need to go 
to ftp://[local mirror]/pub/ 
OpenBSD/3.5/i386 (a list of mirrors is 
on the OpenBSD site), download the 
cd35.iso (29MB) and burn it to CD. Also 
download and print out a copy of 
INSTALL.i386 and make a note (on a 
piece of paper) of the full path to the 
mirror site youre using. Also, note down 
your ISP's DNS IP addresses, or at least 
somebody's! Then check the IP address 
of your local mirror (just in case). If 
youre going to install it on a spare drive 
on your current machine, install the 
new empty drive. Youre now ready. 
Make sure that the BIOS on your target 
machine is configured to boot from CD, 
put the CD in and restart the machine. 
The boot CD will scan your hardware 
and ask if you want to install, or a 
number of other options. Enter ‘I’ and 
then press [Enter] for ‘vt220’. For a UK 


keyboard, enter ‘y’, then [Enter] for ‘P’, 
then enter ‘uk’. You'll then be asked if 
you want to proceed with the 
installation — enter ‘y’. 

Following this, you need to partition 
and format your hard drive — if you 
intend to dual-boot, you'll need to set 
aside some space for this. You will next 
be asked which drive is the root disk? 
Select your disk (in this case, wd0) and 
then, if you want to dual-boot with 
OpenBSD, enter ‘n’. Next, fdisk will start 
and you can specify your OpenBSD 
partition. The OpenBSD partition only 
needs to be one block of sectors, as 
this is divided up by the file system. 
Here, as an example, we used 20 
million sectors. 

Once out of fdisk, youre in the 
label editor where you'll divide up the 
partition into letters (wd0a and so on). 
Press ‘h’ for help — you can press 
[CTRL]+[PgUp/PgDn] to see anything 
thats not on the screen. If you press ‘p, 
you'll see theres a partition called c’ 
that spans all of the disk. Leave this 
one alone. Next, you need to create 
the partitions so start at the beginning. 
Press ‘a’ to add a partition and press 
[Enter] to accept the suggested ‘a’, 
which will be our ‘/’ (root). The offset 
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Paul Grosse 
paul.grosse @futurenet.co.uk 


Paul wrote his first computer 
program over 30 years ago. 
Mainframes, mini-computers 
and now the PC. Nostalgia 
ain't what it used to be. 


will be 63 (for the MBR) and enter the 
size and accept the FS type (4.2BSD) 
and, as the mount point, enter ‘7’. 
Continue with b as swap and then d, 
and so on. Suggestions are: a, /, 2 
million sectors; b, swap, 2 million 
sectors; d, /usr, 5 million sectors; e, / 
tmp, 0.5 million sectors; f, /var, 3 million 
sectors; and g, /home, 7 million 
sectors. These will vary according to 
your intended use, but remember that 
programs end up in /usr, and your web 
server root will end up in /var. Press ‘p’ 
and you can see your layout and 
amend it if necessary. Finally, press ‘q’ 
to quit and save, confirm that you want 
to write the new label and enter done’, 
then ‘y’. The program will commit it all 
to disk (taking about 30 seconds to do 
our example). 

Following this, enter the system 
hostname and then enter to say yes to 
configuring the network. Configure your 
external card with dhcp, or the card 
details: IP netmask, domain name, the 
name servers IP address (your ISP's) and 
the default route. Next, enter your 
password for your root account. 

You'll need to install the ‘install sets’ that 
contain the default installation. Enter ‘f’ 
and press [Enter], then ‘y’ to display the 


OpenBSD security 


list of servers (make a note of the server 
number). Then enter the server number 
and confirm. You should confirm the 
directory and login anonymously. After 
this, a list of the sets is displayed for the 
basic system. If you want a GUI, enter 
all’ and then ‘done’, then confirm that 
youte ready to install. It will then 
download and install all 126MB — the 
time it takes to do this is dependent on 
the speed of your connection (about 25 
minutes on a /50Kbps broadband 
connection). Once it's installed and 
you've selected your time zone, it makes 
the device nodes, and you then enter 
‘halt’. This stops the machine and you 
can then reboot (remembering to take 
out the CD-R, of course). 

Next, login and change directory to / 
ust/X11R6/bin and run xf86cfg. This 
should configure xwindows, and you'll 
get the configure layout diagram. When 
all is well, click on ‘Quit’ and then ‘yes’ to 
confirm the configuration files. After this, 
type ‘xdm and the xwindows login will 
appear. Log into this and Fvwm will start, 
giving you an xterm console. To open 
another, click on the desktop and select 
it from the menu. You now have a 
secure system that you can add to. In 
xterm, type ‘pkg_add ftp://[mirror site]/ 


pub/OpenBSD/3.5/packages/1386/ 
[package namel’ where the package 
name corresponds to the ICE Windows 
Manager (‘icewm-1.0.92.t9z’ for 3.5). This 
will automatically download and install 
IceWM (a couple of minutes) which, 
apart from being small and fast, has a 
number of useful utilities. pkg_add will 
automatically download and install any 
dependencies for any package you 
want to add to your system. 

Once its installed, click on the 
desktop and on ‘(Re)Start’, ‘Start dummy’ 
then, in xterm, enter ‘icewm &. You can 
now click on the IceWM menu button in 
the bottom left, then Applications | 
WWW Browsers | Lynx, which will take 
you directly to the Open BSD site from 
which (following the instructions), you 
can work your way to the packages list 
and install anything you like (KDE, 
Gnome, GIMP Samba and so on — 
Apache is part of the default install). 
Enter ‘ksh’ in xterm, which will run the 
Korn Shell. This will enable you to edit 
previous lines and re-run them. Now, 
once you've entered the mirrors ftp 
address and installed a package, you 
can install the next by pressing [Up] and 
editing the end of the line. You'll find 
more details on the SuperDisc. PCP 


If you've played with Linux, you're prepared for OpenBSD, yet some things are different 


While both operating systems run along 
similar lines, there are important 
differences between the directory 
structures in Linux and OpenBSD. 
Sometimes, this disparity is for security 
reasons - sometimes because BSD has 
a better way of doing things. 

By default, in SuSE Linux, your 
Apache configuration files are stored in / 
etc/httpd, your webserver pages are 
under /srv/www/htdocs and the log 
files are in /var/log/httpd. By contrast, 
everything Apache needs in OpenBSD, 
can be found together in the 
subdirectories of /var/www. 

In Linux, Apache runs as a restricted- 
rights user but, should Apache be 
compromised, the intruder can still roam 
around the system viewing or causing 
damage to anything he has access to. 


By changing Apache's access rights in 
OpenBSD, even a successful attacker 
can only see Apache's files and, at most, 
deface the website. One disadvantage 
to this is that any programs (such as 
Perl scripts or CGls) need to be able to 
see their own resources, or be compiled 
statically before they can be used. 

The attacker can't access the rest of 
the system, because you have to log in 
as root to access the system beyond 
your Safety-wall. Even if the intruder 
has uncovered knew your root 
password, logging in isn't possible 
because Apache's user is not a member 
of the group ‘wheel’. Even the ‘sodo’ 
command is restricted, only editable by 
‘visodo’. As if this wasn't enough, the / 
etc/passwd file is only a shadow of the 
real one. Basically, they're trapped. 


Apache isn't the only program that 
acts differently. In SuSE’s default 
installation, you'll simply find a crontab 
file in /etc, inside which each action is 
specifically assigned to a user's account. 
In OpenBSD, the user cron tabs are 
stored in /var/cron/tabs, and done so in 
a standard format 
that doesn't include 





the username. 
Having everything 
accessible like this is 
very helpful for 
administrators, 
making it easy to 
deal with a user 
suddenly 
disappearing, or in 
desperate need of 
urgent help. E 


es ee ee ee ee 
E 


—— 
= bpo, >o a mmu 
— 


1 : i. 


ypa 
-E 





NEW RELEASES 


OpenBSD offers plenty of 
support, both on your machine 
and elsewhere. The main 
documentation pages provide 
full details on the commands 
you'll need, including examples 
of their use. For more direct 
assistance, there are user 
groups all over the world that 
will be happy to help out. 
Alternatively, for commercial 
support, you'll be able to find 
over 200 organisations and 
companies in over 35 different 
countries willing to help — for a 
price or not... 
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A Canadian OS means no 
export restrictions, therefore 
full-strength crypto. 
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Tell us what you think about 
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and suggestions regarding PC Plus. 
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30 Monmouth Street 

Bath BAl 2BW 

Or fax: 01225 732 295 


HELP US HELP YOU! 


We get thousands of emails each 
month, so please send your 
messages to the correct address. 
Email SuperDisc problems to 
pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk 


rorum | http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


The big freeze 
With what must be Microsofts worst 
piece of work since Windows 98SE, 
Windows XP Service Pack 2 (SP2) looks 
set to paralyse more computers than 
any virus, and even uses magazine 
cover discs to distribute itself! Its 
payload varies, from crippling installed 
applications (including some of 
Microsoft's own) through simple 
random freezing, to permanently 
disabling IIS and networking. 

| found out its true horror when 
setting up a new Acer laptop, after 
adding SP2 and then installing my 
Windows options and applications — 
IIS, Office XP Adobe Acrobat 6, 
Dreamweaver, and so on. Each time, 
an installation froze and Microsofts 
installation ‘antifreeze’ couldnt fix it. | 
reinstalled Windows (reformatting the 
disk) six times, changing the order of 
installation, until | finally found one that 
worked, and its been fine since. 

During this, | Googled for 
information on SP2 problems and 
freezes and found | wasn't alone. The 
Macromedia site makes you weep, 
reading of developers’ frustrations at 
having a working web development 
system lock up after being SP2-ed. | 
also found Microsoft's list of 
applications that dont work — sorry, 
“experience a loss of functionality” — 
with SP2 (http://support.microsoft. 


Service Pack 2 resulted in a major 
overhaul of the Windows XP code 
base, and as such caused some 

issues, but was largely successful. 


'S Windows Security Center fe IO 


$ Security 


Center 


t 


Security essentials 

Senuwty Corter hear yarma pow Windows eraty wig. fo hep prat yae compater 
meke gure the three securty espertas are marked ON. F the settings are not Oti, Foikewe tha 
reconmerulatre, To retuen to Uwm Seusily Conte later, opan Control Pane 

Whats nner in. Windows to hein peotect my computer’ 


= $$$ m 
K Rovourees 2 | 
h 4 
* Ger the mest orty od eur 

© Comenadane: Hren Ma revert 


* Qoku Cher lates! uwabe (rome 
Wirwines | (iat 


(BB Firewall 
Da > 


Aubomatr, Ustos & sel to Ors recomended sally, Windors vA stonata dy keep yuu 
COmpuber Current with Ortak updetes: Hoy Goes Automa Updates halo protect niy 
SAAG | 


@ ON 


° Cm wanert ter wrirty rele 
tases 
© on 


a (get help about Seouty Cente 


* Change the war Seowty Certe: 
seis ne 








la 


Manage security settings for: 


» internet Optrons Ə Auto matic Updates 


| J] Windows Firewall 





Plus 225 | January 2005 





com/?id=884130), as well as 
networking and security experts 
issuing warnings before you consider 
deploying it. One | particularly like 
suggested that you “don't apply it until 
you know that it's working.” 

Until now, my mantra for safe 
computing has been: always use 
firewall, antivirus and anti-spyware 
software, turn off Windows’ Message 
Service Adverts and Messaging, 
and keep Windows up to date. 

Oh, and use Mozilla Firefox! 

This weekend, | have four PCs to 
look at, each with a different 
configuration, but all have become 
unstable since SP2. My solution? Install 
XP with SPla, turn off auto-update and 
be picky about what updates you 
allow. By ‘Slipstreaming’ the Service 
Pack (merging the Service Pack with the 
Windows installation) into one install 
disk, you can tidy up this process a bit. 
Another tip: partition your disk (or have 
two) and put all your working data 
(including moving ‘My Documents’) 
onto the second disk — it makes fixing 
XP a lot easier. 

Tony Castles 


We've 
received a fair few letters relating to 
Microsoft's release of Service Pack 2 
for Windows XP To put things in 
perspective, Service Pack 2 had an 
immense task in that it was 
designed to replace a huge chunk of 
an installed and apparently working 
operating system, as well as work 
seamlessly with third party 
installations of security software. 
Add to this a plethora of different 
end-users’ software/hardware 
configurations throwing curve balls 
at a potentially successful 
installation. Yes, we received some 
frustrated rants from some readers 
but, in many cases, advice such as 
that given here would have 
prevented the worse scenarios 
described to us. More importantly, 
reliable figures have suggested that, 
in almost 99 per cent of cases, the 








This month, readers share their thoughts on programs that freeze, 
unsatisfactory Internet shopping and ergonomic equipment 


Service Pack 2 installation has 
resulted in no issues at all. A fairly 
compelling testament to a successful 
roll out, but it’s still best to measure 
Microsoft's success on how well it 
deals with rectifying the issues found 
by the other one per cent. This 
remains to be seen. 


The human touch 

Some of the companies that supply PC 
components seem to be on the road to 
self-destruction, with big companies 
such as Aria, ebuyer, and dabs.com 
having all but eliminated human 
contact. If you want anything, you go 
via their websites, which is mostly fine. 
I've ordered stuff and it came through 
really fast, and was happy with the 
brilliant service. However, the problems 
start when they deliver a faulty item. 

| had trouble with ebuyer and 
moved on to Aria. According to its 
website, | would have an RMA for a 
faulty motherboard within 48 hours. A 
week, and many emails and calls later, 
nothing. | gave up after 45 minutes on 
hold during one call to customer 
services. [he RMA system online works 
from time to time, but is usually met 
with a server failure message. 

| guess some of these companies 
just dont want the business. | know 
people moan about PC World, and Im 
not a huge fan, but at least you can 
walk in and actually speak to someone 
there and then. You can buy things and 
take them straight back if theres a 
problem. Now they're getting into the 
component market, they'll wipe out 
these web-only firms, especially those 
with utterly appalling after-sales care. 

| was going to switch to dabs.com 
but, after checking its website, there 
are no phone numbers at all. 
Everything is web-based and, as I've 
said, this is fine as long as there are 
sufficient people at the other end to 
deal with messages. 

Just let this be a warning to people 
keen to build their own PCs. These 
web-only companies are great at 
delivering your purchases, but after- 
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Ergo... the solution 


| read Richard Cobbett's review of 
input devices with great interest. 
I've suffered with RSI in both wrists 
for many years and have endured 
prolonged treatment that led to 
surgery. That said, the RSI wasn't 
triggered by any input device at 
that time. 

While | agree with some of the 
comments mentioned in Lab Test, 
| also think it should be noted that 
these keyboards are not for the 
tap-tap-delete-delete-delete type 
of keyboard user! Good keyboarding 
Skills such as touch-typing are 
a must — this takes away any 
anxiety over the separation of the 
G and H keys. 

| like the idea of having the 
keyboard vertical because it stops 
you resting your arms in incorrect 
positions — not to mention that It’s 
great for leaning on when searching 
the web! Wireless equipment has 
also made my life much more 
comfortable. | have a laptop and 
use the Safelype with that machine, 
as well as a USB optical mouse, 





without which | wouldnt be able 
to work for any length of time. 
Id like to try some other 
keyboards, but the prices are 
very off-putting — especially 
without being able to test them 
first. Ergonomics is ‘the name of 
the game’ here — ironic, though, 
as I'm hurting my neck now 
writing this, reading your 
magazine and trying to watch 
a cookery programme at the 
same time! 
Sarah Roberts 


PC Plus Ergonomic Safety 
Tip #1: Stop doing that! Seriously 
though, the main problem with 
these unusual keyboards, 
however good they are, is that 
the patents surrounding them 
are such a deterrent to other 
companies having a try. Without 
this, and the subsequent industry 
support, youre inextricably tied to 
that company for your typing. 
Should it disappear off the face 


Win a fantastic set of Creative peripherals! 


PC Plus has teamed up with Creative 
Labs to offer the writer of each month's 
Star Letter a fantastic set of peripherals 
worth £140. This month's winner will 
receive a Sound Blaster Audigy 2 NX 
USB 2.0 soundcard. 

This unique device features 24- 
bit/96KHz playback, and support for 


sales service can be absolutely awful 
if you have a problem. 
Chris Murphy 


Many 
web-only companies, including 
dabs.com that you mention, have 
reintroduced some level of human 
contact in an effort to improve after- 
sales support. The original business 
model — moving over to reduced 
staffing costs while concentrating 
efforts on volume sales — is an 


7.1 surround sound. The generosity 
doesn’t stop there, however. Pen our 
most interesting letter and you'll also 
receive a superb Creative Webcam NX, 
which boasts resolutions of up to 
640x480, automatic exposure and 
white balance control. So what are you 
waiting for? Get writing! 


extremely profitable model, but it 
seems that the larger a company 
gets, the more important a reputation 
becomes. While trickles of complaints 
can, to some extent, be ignored, the 
same percentage of complaints for a 
company that doubles or triples (or 
more) in size starts to become a very 
loud voice indeed. While you'll 
always have a point of recourse with 
the high street stores as an 
advantage, web-only companies will 
always win over the majority of end- 














Some proposed solutions to 
RSI can replace the pain with 
their own problems. 


of the 
earth, it's 
straight back to the old, 
problematic, flat variety. 

As for typing, it's worth noting 






that ‘touch typing’ is a specific them, 

skill — not simply the ability to hit rather 

the right keys without looking. than having a 

Anyone using ‘hunt and peck’ set finger for 

typing (the art of knowing hitting each key) is going 

through experience where the to find it much, much harder to 
keys are and moving whichever learn how to use these alternative 
finger happens to be nearest to ergonomic keyboards. 


or 
os 





users that simply want to get the 
most value for money. And now that 
they're looking to build up their good 
names in the eyes of existing and 
influential customers, it may be the 
high street stores that will have to 
rethink their strategies. 


Registration extensions 

| buy your magazine in Belgium and 
have noticed that its becoming 
increasingly difficult — in some cases 
impossible — to use your cover-mounted 
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software. The magazine 
arrives in my country much 
later than its arrival on the UK 
newsstand, and with the 
period of registration of some 
of the free or trial packages 
becoming shorter and 
shorter, | very often miss out 
on using the free software. 

In my professional life, | 
encounter problems and 
look for solutions for ever- 
changing things. The PC Plus 
cover discs are/were great 
for that purpose, but now 
they mostly offer only a hint 
for a problem Im 
experiencing at the time, not problems 
that might arise in the future, and | 
dont know when | might need the 
products you've supplied. Why do you 
give us such a short registration 
period? What's wrong with perhaps 
giving us three months? 

Philip Verstraeten 





Subscribers receive PC Plus 


Straight from the printers — 
certainly the quick way to get a 
copy for overseas readers. 


Editor, lan Robson, replies: All 
overseas readers should note that if 
you subscribe, you'll receive a 
guaranteed speedy delivery of PC 
Plus direct to your door. For countries 
as close to the UK as Belgium, 
subscribers may even receive the 
issue before it’s available on the UK 
newsstand, as subscriber copies go 
direct from the warehouse rather 
than through a distribution channel 
to the UK's newsagents. Irrespective 
of this timelier receipt of PC Plus, I've 
also taken steps to ensure that the 
length of time for registering cover 
disc software products is at least 
three months. The reason for there 
being any time limit at all is as a 
form of protection against 
companies’ products being 
unscrupulously made available on 
the Internet, rather than the 








As well as protecting 






I DIDN'T KNOW 
| HOW TO DESIGN A 
| POWER SUPPLY, SO 


software for the past fifteen years, 
we have been very busy 
developing security systems for 
other businesses. Our systems can 


PIECE OF WOOD. 
be found protecting intellectual k Teo 
property, data and software all | 


over the world. 


Contact us today, discuss your 
requirements and order a 
Free Developer Kit. 


n Tel 01823 352357 


Data Encryption Systems 
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controlled and supported distribution 
offered by PC Plus. Wherever 
possible, though, we do attempt 
to get a longer registration period 
and, in most instances, you'll find 
you can register within six months. 
In addition, from this issue, we'll 
print the exact date that you can 
register up until against each 
product featured in the SuperDisc 
Tutorial pages. 


To use a large disk 

My Windows 2000 system has been 
happily running a 180GB drive for over 
a year. AIl | had to do to access the 
portion above 13/MB was: 


1 Check that the BIOS was using LBA 
and had the correct drive size. 

2 Stop using Partition Magic because 
v6 and v/ didn't seem to work for 
drives above 120MB, and Symantec 
has yet to respond to my query 
regarding whether any version will 
handle 300 and 400GB drives. 

3 Find the Microsoft knowledgebase 
article about BigLBA, although, as 
with much of the Microsoft help 
facilities, the article keywords are 
the specific technical ones that if 
you knew the keyword, you 
wouldn't have the problem that 
took you there in the first place. 

4 Use Regedit to access 
HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE\SYSTEM\ 
CurrentControlSet\Services \Atapi\ 
Parameters, and add a DWord entry 
named ‘EnableBigLBA setting It to a 
value of 1 (or, more explicitly, 
0x00000001). From there, it 

gets copied (or re-presented) in 

various other control sets. 

James Button 


Editor, lan Robson, replies: After 
several ‘big disk’ issues of late, 
this eloquent solution to accessing 
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capacities above the standard LBA 
limitations is worthy of highlighting 
to all PC Plus readers. Were still 
looking for an equally eloquent, all 
set-ups fix for big Serial ATA hard 
disk as masters on the primary 
channel, though. 


Easing in (to 
programming) gently 

Im semi-retired and have a 
reasonably capable bio-mass 
processor between the ears, sufficient 
to avoid being found out in either 
management or marketing life. 
However, when Microsoft Excel 
couldn't handle my Stock Exchange 
trading, | realised | needed a more 
sophisticated tool to get results, and 
this is where the problems really 
Started. | don’t want, or need, to earn 
a living out of this — just have some 
fun and keep the old grey cells in the 
gym. Unfortunately, | can't decide 
which one to start looking into. Exactly 
what is the best language to start off 
in the programming world and why? 
Bob Liz 


Features Editor, Richard Cobbett, 
replies: Aside from the standard 
advice ‘not BASIC’ (Edsger Djikstra 
going so far as to say “Teaching 
BASIC should be a criminal offence”), 
the field is relatively open. Java is a 
good starting point due to its use in 
universities and educational facilities, 
while C# has the advantage of being 
modern and much more 
approachable than its predecessors. 
And the bonus is that it’s on this 
month's SuperDisc. Microsoft's 
Express series is an excellent way to 
try out the majority of languages on 
offer, and they're all freely 
downloadable while in beta. Find 
more information at http://lab.msdn. 
microsoft.com/express/. PCP 















(ONCE I HAD THE 
IDEA, IT ALL 

CAME TOGETHER 
PRETTY QUICKLY. 
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DHTML 


This Series 
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3 INTERMEDIATE 
A basic grasp of web 
authoring will be of 

great benefit 
































A text editor and a 
collection of web 
browsers for testing 


On this month's 
SuperDisc, you'll find a 
selection of browsers, 
including Mozilla 
Firefox 1.0 


O) 
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Part Four 


Navigation in a 
clamshell 








Provide detailed links throughout your site with a clamshell 


navigation method. Chris Schmidt 


hroughout this series, we've been looking at 
various methods of providing more dynamic 
methods of navigation to a website. As with our 
previous drop-down example, this month's method, the 
Clamshell, shares common features that most users will 
be familiar with through their computer's operating 
system. If the name isn't too familiar, the concept behind 
the Clamshell is similar to the expanding and contracting 
folders in Windows Explorer, so you can see the contents 
of a given area of your site. 





Q 


E The files The way the clamshell navigation is put 
together is slightly different from previous examples, which 
have been more self-contained within a single file, in that 
the method makes use of multiple pages based around a 
frameset. What you'll find on the CD example files are the 
main index.htm frameset plus the home.htm and menu.htm 
providing the default content for the body and menu frames 
respectively. You'll also find a number of menu*.htm and 
option*.htm variant pages with the former providing content 
for the different states in which the navigation menu can 
appear, while the latter pages offer sample content. 

In addition to this, we've included external style sheets 
that link through to the various documents. The menu.css file 
determines the appearance of the navigation bar content, 
while the page.css sheet covers the main body pages that 
include the body.htm and the various option*.htm files. 
Previously, weve embedded the style sheet into the 
document, but for clarity of code (and to reduce duplication), 
linked at the top of each pages HTML section, you'll find you 
can make dramatic changes to your sites appearance simply 
by amending the link sheet. 


<link href="page.css” rel="stylesheet” 
type=" text/css” > 


Because we're using frames to create the effect, you'll need 
to turn to the menu.htm file to discover exactly how the 
underlying Javascript controls the visibility of the CSS to create 
the clamshell effect. 


A Displaying the script By now, we should be familiar 
with the purpose of the opening reference to the external 
Javascript file, findDOM.js. This determines the Document 
Object Model (DOM) of the user's browser and helps to 
ensure that the code necessary to power the navigation 
method is understood by as broad a range of browsers as 
possible. (If you need further explanation of the findDOM js 
code, refer back to the first part of this series in PC Plus 222, 
where the box ‘Resolving the DOM’ will explain things.) This 
is followed by another external link to the Cascading Style 
Sheet that controls the appearance and initial visibility of the 
menu frame. The Javascript that controls the effect is 
relatively sparse, with all the essential code contained within: 





helps you crack the shell 
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The clamshell method allows any combination of menu items 
within your navigation bar to be expanded or contracted. 


function toggleClamShellMenu (objectID) {...} 


If this function is run on a browser that recognises the ID or 
All DOM, the function uses the ID for the object to be 
addressed, which it passes on as the variable objected to 
build the required Document Object Model. It then uses this 
information to set the display of that object to ‘none if it’s 
already ‘block’ (or vice versa if ‘block’ is set). 

These options reflect the contents of the CSS file, which 
well look at shortly, but the ‘Block’ and ‘None’ values are just 
two possible options for the ‘Display’ property. With the 
‘Block’ attribute, the string specifies that the object is visible 
and rendered as a block element, while the ‘None’ value will 
hide it. Using this method, it becomes possible to create any 
one of the numerous variations of the menu items appearing 
contracted or expanded. 

But this assumes that the browser's DOM is compatible 
with the All or ID methods. In case this isn't possible, the 
else... option takes over and loads a version of the menu 
that shows the options for the selected section. 


Ei Invisible style |f you turn your attention towards the 
menu.css style sheet, you'll see how the appearance of the 
menu is controlled using the method. The body attributes are 
self-evident, as are the menuHead and .menuOption classes 
that cover the navigation titles and links respectively. These 
methods make use of simple properties that control the font 
appearance and background colour, though the .menuOption 
includes the margin-left attribute, which you may choose to 
change depending on how far from the left side of the 
browser window you want the indented expanded links to 
appear. However, the main point of interest within this 
particular style sheet is: 


#menul {display: none; } 
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The Microsoft Developers Network site provides an excellent 
example of advanced clamshell navigation in action. 


This ID rule is duplicated for each of your collapsible menus 
and ties in with the Javascript function we've already 
considered. With the display set to ‘none’, were automatically 
hiding the sub-links related to each of the primary navigation 
headings, but to find out how they'll be displayed, we need 
to return to the HTML of the menuhtm file. 


© Handling the HTML if you scroll through this file, past 
the opening Javascript and into the <BODY> of the pages 
HTML, you'll find the anchor for the first menu item. The 
hypertext reference for the link includes the code: 





DHTML 


links, you need to change these to ‘menu4’,, Menu’ etc. But 
all thats happening here is that the link is being used to 
trigger the opening Javascript toggleClamShellMenu function 
which, as we explained earlier, toggles the display value 
between ‘block’ and ‘none’ to hide or display the menus 
sublinks. You'll also notice, on the next line of code, the 


<span id=”menul” >...</span> 


tag assigns an ID and surrounds the element that will make 
up the menu. Theres no reason why this needs to be 
restricted to text only, so you can make some more interesting 
variations on the theme. The sub-links should be easily 
recognisable to anyone with a moderate grasp of HTML. 


H Into practice As you've discovered, the Javascript that 
powers the clamshell effect is basic and serves only to 
toggle the CSS display attributes as to whether to display or 
hide the contents of the submenu. With this in mind, it 
becomes straightforward to increase the number of menu 
items without having to make changes to the function itself. 
All thats necessary is to create additional menu items 
and give them their own ID that matches those values 
passed through the menuHead link and the contained 
<SPAN> tag. You'e also free to change the appearance of 
the menu using regular CSS commands through the 
appropriate style sheet. But the clear benefits of this 
particular method are quite clear. The concept is one that 
most computer users will be familiar with and the user is free 
to leave as much or as little of their menu expanded at any 
given point. A word of warning, however: the Mac version of 


Javascript: toggleClamShellMenu (‘menul’ ) 


Naturally, the value sent changes to reflect which instance 
the link triggers, so, should you need to create additional 


IE 4 has problems using CSS within a function, and the 


technique has similar problems within Netscape 4. But with 


the DOM recognition and the ‘else’ condition in place, you 


Now you see me... 
Getting to grips with the ‘Display’ property 


As we've discovered, the Display CSS 
property is a powerful element to 
employ and, when used in conjunction 
with Javascript to determine its value, 
can provide many creative uses. Some 
slight modification to the code enables 
you to create invisible layers that offer 
help or contextual information within 
your site. The CSS for the property is 
straightforward using the {display: 
value} syntax, but while referencing the 
same within a script, you'll need to use 
Object.style.display [ = valuel. 

There are numerous values that can 
be referenced in addition to the Block 


and None options. The default value, 
Inline, renders the object inline, sized 
by the dimensions of its contents, and 
suppresses line breaks. Inline-block is 
similar but the contents of the object 
are rendered as a block object, and any 
adjacent inline elements are rendered 
on the same line. 

List-item is a more recent value that 
requires the most recent generation of 
browsers to recognise it. As you might 
expect, this method is most commonly 
used to define lists, as it places a list 
item marker on the first line of text 
while including line breaks above and 


should find a workable version of the navigation appears in 
even outdated browsers. PCP 


below. The lesser-used table-header- 
group is always displayed before or 
after other rows, and before or after top 
or bottom captions. They're displayed 
on each page spanned by a table. 

Take care not to confuse the ‘Display’ 
property with ‘Visibility’. Unlike the 
latter, which leaves a space for the 
element, display:none; completely 
removes the element from the page. 
Any elements given the value ‘none’ will 
be ignored by the browser, and though 
it isn't an inherited attribute, ‘none’ 
turns off display of the element, as well 
as any ‘children’ elements within. E 
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Chris Schmidt 


chris @track5.co.uk 


Chris earned his web apprenticeship 


hand-coding HTML before getting more 
involved with graphics with the arrival 


of the Mosaic browser 





There are a huge range of 
properties and attributes 
available within the Javascript 
and CSS hybrid language that 
constitutes dHTML. A good 
point of reference can be found 
through the Microsoft 
Developers Network at http:// 
msdn.microsoft.com/library. 
If you delve deeper into the 
Web Development section, 
you'll soon find more than 
enough advice on what's 
possible. And don't forget to 
check out the clamshell 
navigation which the MSDN 
site makes comprehensive use 
of within its own left-hand 
navigation. 


We leave behind a trail of 
pages that have been visited, 
as we ponder the methods 
behind breadcrumb navigation. 





At its most basic, the ‘Display’ 
property can be used to define 
list items using the more flexible 
CSS method. 
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IMAGE EDITING 


This Series Part One 


Special effects 


made easy 
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3 BEGINNER 
Basic familiarity with 
your image-editing 
software is helpful 
































A copy of Paint Shop Pro, 
or another decent 
image-editing package 


=) http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Whatever you're cloning in 
or out, watch out for the 
background. If it doesn’t look 
right, the clone won't work. 
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Put some power behind your photos, as Richard Cobbett provides 
a bumper bag of things to do with your painting program 


he camera lies. It’s become a hobby. In the run- 
ap up to Christmas, it seems that everyone wants to 

know exactly how to turn natural images into 
something a little less realistic, doing everything from 
setting up a photo montage of granny being swallowed 
by Jaws to touching up old family photographs. With this 
in mind, we present our first grab bag of essential digital 
tips, nips and tucks to help you turn your images into 
artwork. We're using Paint Shop Pro, but the same 
techniques will work whatever package you favour. 





E Lock, stock and no smoking wallet Suddenly need 
a photo of a jackdaw? Or a sheet of torn notepaper on which 
to write a scanned IOU note? If you can't get the material you 
need personally, its time to call on a stock footage library, 
However, these are expensive and geared towards 
commercial projects rather than the occasional one-off 
personal requirement. Instead, try the Stock Exchange (www. 
sxc.hu), which has a huge collection of freely usable images. 
You have to contact the author before using some of these 
for commercial work, typically for model-release purposes, 
but most are fair game. If you can't find what youre after, try 
www.morguefile.com, which doesn't offer as good a 
selection, but still has plenty to sink your teeth into. Don't be 
afraid to cut up images, or rework them to achieve the effect 
youre looking for, rather than using them as-is. 


BA bright shining smile An obvious impulse for getting 
nice white teeth would be to bring up the paintbrush. Bad 
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idea. Doing this leads to painfully fake effects, and simply 
lowering the transparency on the result makes it look like a 
veil. Your friend for this fix is the Dodge tool (note: the tool, 
not a Dodge layer). Set this to a relatively low opacity to 
prevent the final teeth leading any passing ships off course, 
and carefully paint over the top. The Dodge tool maintains 
the detail and shine from the original photograph, leaving 
you with a much brighter, but still believable, result. To tone 
down the effect, simply lower the opacity of the layer. 


Ei Matching colours Its not difficult to colour a black- 
and-white image (or, indeed, to turn a colour one into 
monochrome and recolour it), but the results may not always 
be what you expect. Paint Shop Pro offers an excellent tool 
called ‘Manual Color Balance’, which you'll find in Adjust | 
Color Balance. To use this, select the area you want to affect 
using the Magic Wand (or other selection tools), then choose 
a preset colour. Theres no shortage of them, from wood to 
metal, skin to hair — automatically matching themselves to 
the detail in your model for a highly realistic colour-job 
Straight out of the box. 

IF you dont have access to this, however, its time to dig 
out your paintbrush. Create a new layer over your black-and- 
white image, and set it to ‘Multiply’ from the Layers palette. 
Carefully paint the colours that you want over the top, 
maintaining the images existing detail and texture. If, for any 
reason, you need to go back and continue painting in a 
colour that you already used, switch ‘Multiply’ back to 
‘Normal’ before picking up the colour with the Eyedropper 
tool. This will prevent you taking a ‘dirty’ sample by accident. 


© Cartoon club The Multiply trick comes in handy for 
filling in line-art images, such as clipart or scanned drawings. 
The only difference is that, this time, you promote the 
background layer to the top, set it to ‘Multiply’ and draw on 
the next layer down. This punches straight through the white 
cels background to the correct colours underneath. 

If this leaves the resulting image looking a bit flat, the 
next step is to draw in shadows. Should your art skills not 
Stretch to this, a quick way around it is to select your drawing 
area with the Magic Wand, create a new layer using it as the 
selection, and simply paint down black or other dark colours 
roughly where you want the shadows to appear. Still keeping 
the selection area, add a heavy Gaussian Blur effect to the 
shadow layer. This automatically blurs them out around your 
image. Experiment with layer types and opacity to get a 
more rounded-looking image. 


H Clone wars No tool has ever sparked as much 
enthusiasm as the Clone Brush. Using this, you can paste 
almost anything into your pictures — or remove it. However, 
care must be taken if you dont want people to spot a 
painfully obvious join. Most importantly, you need the 
material to fill in the gaps left by your departing subject. The 
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simpler the background, the simpler 
this is — within reason. A field of 
wheat, or iron railings or other 
similar foreground detail is the 
easiest subject matter to work with, 
giving you plenty of choice in what 
to use. One grain of wheat, 
provided that its pointing the right 
way and is reflecting the same 
amount of light, looks much like 
another. Alternatively, you can 
cheat, and fill in the background 
with your imagination — a 
wheelchair, or a sign, or by painting 
in some detail and obscuring it with 
the necessary amount of blur — 
trusting that everyones attention 
will be on the foreground. 

The most difficult clone subjects 
are regular, repeating textures, such 
as cobbled streets, and one-off 
patterns such as paintings. Irying 
to clone these too quickly will 
immediately give the game away. 
The eye will naturally be drawn to that one cobble that 
mysteriously appears every two stones, or the pedestrian 
walking past twice, even if the brain doesn't quite notice. 


© A wrinkle in time One of the most requested image 
tweaks Is easing away those unwanted wrinkles and other 
blemishes from an image — and it can also be one of the 
hardest things to do. Simply pasting a clean piece of skin 
over the top makes for Blofeld-level scarring, while blurring it 
all back to normal makes it look like a Vaseline overdose. 
Instead, try deleting them. Duplicate the base layer and add 
a light Soften filter. Create a fresh Mask for it, and paint over 








1 When redesigning my own web page, | wanted 
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Not the prettiest picture we've ever published on 


IMAGE EDITING 





Richard Cobbett 


richard.cobbett@ pcplus.co.uk 


We've been trying to manipulate 
our resident Masterclass guru's 
image for months, but he insists 
on wearing his trousers high 





Many artists have been 
horribly embarrassed by their 
slack Photoshop work — most 
recently when a US election 
advert showed line after line 
of extremely familiar-looking 
troops standing to attention, 
again and again and again. 
The most famous figure on 
the other side of the coin was 
Josef Stalin, who famously 
ordered all images stripped 
clean of pictures showing the 
discredited Trotsky. 
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Stock up on images at sites such as Morguefile and the Stock Exchange. Just be sure to 
check the conditions of use before using them for anything public. 


the unwanted elements in a plain white pen. This will apply 
the Soften filter as necessary. Cuts and bruises will require 
much more precise editing, and yes, the Clone Brush 
(preferably without the Blofeld). 

Alternatively, its easy enough to add wrinkles into an 
image. Find a picture of an old man (this works for both 
sexes, obviously) and select key areas, such as the eyes and 
edges of the mouth. Paint them onto your original image 
using a Clone Brush with very low opacity, running and 
focusing over the lines that you want to transfer. Within a 
few minutes, anyone can start looking ancient. And who 
would turn that opportunity down? PCP 


We'll begin a brand new 
Masterclass series. 





A mix of styles here. The computer screen is a 


to make my ‘blockquote’ items look better by 
turning them into a sheet of notepaper. The stock 
image on the right worked perfectly. | removed the 
excess paper from the top, added some transparency 
effects to make it fit the page, and added a quick blue 
shade to make it fit the general colour scheme. 


these pages, but effective. We've only brightened 
up one tooth to demonstrate the effect of the Dodge 
tool. It retains a hint of its original yellowy colour, 
while still being white and bright enough to sell 
toothpaste. Unlike using toothpaste, however, we 
haven't been able to do anything about that gum ... 


simple colour overlay — utterly ineffective. The 
man on the swing was done with the Multiply method 
— it works well, due to the lack of grit and shading on 
the image. Finally, the wood tones around the swing 
itself comes from Paint Shop Pro’s own Manual Color 
Correction tool. Would you have known? 
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This Series 
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4 INTERMEDIATE 
Familiarity with 

your equipment 

is very important 
































A camera (preferably 

DV), a PC that can link to 
your camera, an Internet 
connection and a printer 


ard http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


Lighting doesn’t just mean being 
able to see everything in crystal 
clarity — you can use it to create 
moody, unusual effects like this. 
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INTERNET FILMMAKING 


Part Two 


Creating a 
masterpiece 








Expert filmmakers Ana Kronschnabl and Tomas Rawlings extol 
the virtues of preparing your footage with the help of spreadsheets 


his month's article looks at the production 
GD process: it's all about doing it — bringing the 

preproduction plans together. The great British 
filmmaker, Alfred Hitchcock, said: “For me, the cinema is 
not a slice of life but a piece of cake.” With this analogy in 
mind, we can consider what needs to be done next; 
throwing the ingredients into the bowl and mixing it up! 
Some of the ingredients will have been prepped during 
the preproduction stage, but there are still some that 
need to be added: equipment check, lighting and logging. 





E Equipment check While you will have looked at your 
equipment during the preproduction, its worth stressing here 
that before you shoot (especially if you are shooting outside) 
that you check that all batteries for the equipment are fully 
charged, you have all the MiniDV tapes you need and that (if 
possible) you have spares. Lots of film shoots have 
floundered when, having got all set up to shoot, a vital 
component is missing, or the power runs out mid-scene. 

Be professional and be prepared. 


A Lighting A consideration of lighting is one of the factors 
that will begin to lift your work from the realm of the amateur 
who just films weddings and christenings, and into the zone 
of the professional. The French painter Manet was in no 
doubt as to whats most important: “The principal person in 
a picture is light.” The lights you use in a production can be 
anything from professional film lights to an angle-poise lamp. 
However, whats more important than the type of light is the 
consideration of light. In filmmaking, the common lighting 
Set-up is to use between one and three lights: 

Light 1 (Main Light) Placed so as to illuminate the front of the 
subject. This light flattens the shadows on the object. 

Light 2 (Fill Light) This light fills in the shadows created by 
the main light and starts to give the subject shape. 

Light 3 (Back Light) This is added behind the subject and is 
used to separate the subject from the background. 

Not all lighting is done with actual lamps, which is why you'll 
often see, mainly in larger 
productions, the use of 
large white plastic 
reflectors to create fill light’ 
in the scene. The 
Dogme95 manifesto offers 
an alternative slant on 
lighting (and the whole of 
the film production 
process). When using film 
(eg 35mm, Super8), adding 
lots of additional lighting is 
essential. The advance of 
technology has changed 
this dynamic. The 
introduction of video (eg 


Digital Video, VHS) empowers the filmmaker with the ability 
to shoot good quality footage in poorly lit conditions. A 
filmmaker using such technology can be less static in their 
direction of the action, so if the scene has two people 
having an argument, and an actor improvises and decides to 
storm out (as may be considered natural), the camera can 
easily follow the action without too much concern about the 
change in lighting conditions. 

This doesnt mean that a filmmaker can abandon any 
consideration for lighting, as the principles still apply if using 
natural lighting (in other words, the lighting you'd expect to 
find in the area youre filming in), so the positioning of the 
camera and the subject of a scene must still be carefully 
thought out. It's also important to consider the quality of light 
that your scene is using: indoor bulbs give a yellow tint to 
footage shot under their glow, strip lights add a pale green 
hue, scenes filmed outside in the morning light will have a 
pale blue feel, while those produced in the evening will be 
darker — you may not see these subtle differences, but the 
camera will. These changes are important if youre planning 
to move from once scene to the next, rearranging to follow 
on from each other as a continuous scene. It's also a 
consideration for the mood — the pale green hue of a 
striplight may not suit a scene intended to be a bedroom. 


Ei Logging footage The process of shooting your film will 
produce lots of footage, probably not in narrative order and 
with multiple takes and spread across several MiniDV tapes. 
To manage the shoot effectively so that the footage is 
accessible to you, the process of logging footage should be 
adopted. It's preferable for you (or another person) to do this 
as youre shooting. As well as ensuring you know whats 
been shot and where it can be found, this is important when 
producing films to be edited on a PC, as it enables you to 
batch-capture all the footage and make the process of 
getting from the MiniDV tape onto your PC's hard drive much 
easier. Furthermore, its very important that, prior to filming, 
you ‘stripe the MiniDV tapes you'll be using. This involves 
simply putting the tape into your camera and pressing 
Tecord’, then leaving it to record anything until the tape has 
ended. This puts a continuous timecode track on the tape all 
the way through. If you don't take the time to stripe your 
tapes, you may find that the timecode will re-start at zero 
each time you record a scene. When compiling the log, 
technology can be used to help you in this process; a laptop 
or PDA on-set with you is the prefect place to record this 
information. If you're shooting in your own house, your PC 
could be used (as we're making a pop video, any potential 
pollution to the soundtrack from the PC's fan is not such a 
problem). Furthermore, if you use a spreadsheet to store this 
information, you'll find it far easier to order and search for 
shots and data when you come to edit. We used OpenOffice. 
org (free to download from www.OpenOffice.org) to record 
the information. The log is a list of all the shots taken, and it 
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Created a masterpiece? There’s no shortage of websites to house 
it, such as iFilm. You can even make money from your work. 


should include the following: 

Tape number You may require more than one MiniDV tape. 
Shot number This figure comes from the storyboard you've 
already created (see part one, last issue). 

Timecode start/stop [his is the start and stop time of the 
shot you've just recorded, and should appear in the 
viewfinder or screen of the camera youre using. If it doesnt, 
you should consult your manual. 

Description [his is about what happens in the shot, to allow 
you to Identify each shot, especially if something happened 
during shooting that isn’t on the storyboard. 

Take number This is the version number of the shot, which 
is important as you may have done several takes before 
getting it right. 

Comments This records whether you, as the director, felt that 
the shot was good or not. This judgement will help you 
decide which takes/shots to use in the final edit. 


Alternative filmmaking 





INTERNET FILMMAKING 





Ana Kronschnabl 
ana@pluginmanifesto.com 


Ana specialises in independent 

film production, having run a 
video production company and 
a film and animation workshop 


camera 


Spend the time designing your lighting before getting everyone 
onto the set. You'll save time, energy and your vital budget. 


E The view from the director's chair Production can 
be very difficult — you may have an idea as to how the 
scene should look, but become frustrated with the reality of 
the scene. If this is the case, you may decide to take the 
Stanley Kubrick point of view and re-take the scene until 
you're happy with the final product (the infamous director 
once demanded 127 takes from Shelley Duvall in a scene for 
‘The Shining’). Another route is to follow the path of Mike 
Leigh (director of the Oscar-nominated ‘Secrets & Lies’) who 
favours a more improvised approach. Either way, at the end 
of the production stage, you should have one or more 
MiniDV tapes containing the expertly-lit raw footage of your 
music masterpiece-to-be. 

A fiming log details the contents of the MiniDV tapes 
you've filled, and its this output from all of your hard work 
that well be taking into the more complex postproduction 
Stage next month. PCP 


Two different ways of looking at filmmaking, from basic to technological 


The Dogme95 Manifesto was the 
brainchild of a collection of film 
directors based in Copenhagen who, in 
the spring of 1995, expressed the goal of 
countering what they felt was cosmetics 
over content: “Today, a technological 
storm is raging, the result of which will 
be the ultimate democratisation of the 
cinema. For the first time, anyone can 
make movies,” they claimed. To aid 
them in this, they produced, “... an 
indisputable set of rules ...” known as 
‘The Vow of Chastity’. The document, 
signed by Lars von Trier (director of 
‘Dancer in the Dark’) and Thomas 


Vinterberg (‘Festen’) set the tone for 
how they felt films should be made. 
“The camera must be hand-held ... 
shooting must take place where the film 
takes place ... The film must be in colour 
... Special lighting is not acceptable. If 
there's too little light for exposure, the 
scene must be cut or a single lamp be 
attached to the camera.” 

We asked Andy Lomas, head of 
computer graphics at ESC Entertainment 
(responsible for the effects in ‘The 
Matrix Reloaded’) how he uses PC 
technology on shoot: “For standard 
logging of shots, we always use laptops 


with Microsoft Access. | use a PDA on 
shoots for quite a lot of other things, 

as a flexible multi-purpose assistant — 
time-code arithmetic, lens calculations 
(with a given film stock and projection 
aspect ratio, plus what lens is needed to 
give a given vertical field of view), as a 
stopwatch and to take notes. | also 
download electronic versions of call 
sheets onto the PDA, so I have the 
shooting schedule and contact numbers 
to hand ... I've known PDAs to be used 
for controlling robotic pan-tilt heads to 
take photographs of sets to make high- 
resolution tiled panoramas.” E 
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Tomas Rawlings 
tom @pluginmanifesto.com 


A former games designer 
with Pivotal Games and 
Hothouse, Tomas writes 

regularly for plugincinema.com 





If you want to go into more 
detail on production, and the 
issues covered in this article, 
try the following: 
As well at the Dogme95 
Manifesto at www.dogme95. 
dk, there's also the web 
filmmaking specific Plugin 
Manifesto at www. 
pluginmanifesto.com, which is 
a Copyleft document that we 
invite you to download, read, 
digest, modify and evolve! 
The ever-expanding online 
encyclopedia, Wikipedia, has 
some good information on film 
production at http:// 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Film_ 
production 

There's more on production 
at the plugincinema.com film 
school: www.plugincinema. 
com/plugin/film_school/ 


We'll power up the PC for a 
serious session of digital 
creativity, as we chart the 
steps needed to import, edit 
and encode the footage you've 
already shot. 





A PDA on hand can be 
extremely useful for keeping 
track of notes, scenes and 
other key information. 
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Part Four 


Virus filtering with 


ClamAV 








A HR MINS 
urists will tell you that Linux is all but 
invulnerable to viruses. It’s true that Linux is 
INTERMEDIATE incredibly resilient to viruses, and it’s something 
Basic knowledge of your we're pleased about but we do disagree. By our counting, 





























Li ting syst . 
i lia Linux has hundreds of thousands of viruses because, 


although it isn't susceptible to them, it can act as a carrier 
and pass them onto clients that are vulnerable. 


A Linux system 


with Pai Back in our Amiga-owning days, the copying of virus- 


ridden games and other software was rife and was 
essentially left unchecked because the vast majority was 
done in person. Thankfully, we live in the Linux world 
where virus scanning, like most other things, is free and 
incredibly good. While the Windows world is bombarded 
with advertisements from the likes of McAfee, and struggles 
when viruses such as MyDoom wreak havoc on their 
systems, here on Linux we've got ClamAV. If you've ever 
had a manager tell you that Linux can't be as good as 
Windows because It's free, heres a good response: ClamAV 
detected five different variants of MyDoom and blocked 
them without even needing to know they existed. 

While it actually has a heuristic virus scanner that works, 
it also has a huge virus database updated regularly as new 
viruses come out; the usual horde of users willing to help 
out at no cost, and dozens of companies already happily 
using it. Yes, it's free, which means you cant demand 
support for it, but lets be realistic — how many big 
companies do you think received compensation from their 
AV vendor when Melissa/Code Red/SoBig/MyDoom or any 
other worldwide virus hammered their system? 

See the box ‘Installing ClamAV’ for more information on 
installing. We'll be focusing on configuring and running a 
ClamAV system in this main section. 
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Quick install guide ... 
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Configuring Kontact to use ClamAV is as simple as following a 
wizard that guides you through the whole process. 


Getting started The first thing to do once you've 
installed ClamAV is to configure it to your needs — just 
running clamd’ without doing this will cause it to exit with an 
error because the default configuration file is unreadable. 
Open up the file /usr/local/etc/clamd.conf as root using your 
text editor. On line eight, you'll see ‘Example’. The absolute 
least you need to do is insert a * before this line to comment 
it out. Once done, start type ‘clamd’ to start the ClamAV 
daemon and type this to make sure It's running: 


ps aux | grep clamd 
Hopefully, clamd should be in there somewhere, proving that 


its running. Of course, the fact that its running doesn’t mean 
much. ‘ls it working?’ is a much more Important question! 
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Location: |GEREVA0ET RET 





Filter: 
Temporary Files 


1 The first step is the easiest: point your browser 
at www.clamav.net and select the link to 
download the stable release. This takes you through 

to Sourceforge — select clamav-0.80.tar.gz from the 


list, then search for the closest mirror to you. your /usr/src directory. 
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When prompted where to save the file, browse 

to your ‘Home’ directory and save it there. 
Alternatively, if you like being neat and tidy, and are in 
possession of the appropriate permissions, save it in 
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From KDE, right-click on the downloaded file in 

Konqueror and select ‘Ark’ to bring up the KDE 
file archiver. The top file should be the directory 
clamav-0.80. Click and drag this to your ‘Home’ 
directory to extract it. 
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Fortunately, this is easy to verify because the stock ClamAV 
comes with a Selection of test viruses. They're not 
dangerous, of course, but they are programmed with a 
special signature that will set off alarm bells for ClamAV, 

To test your installation, change to the directory where 
you unpacked ClamAV and then into the ‘test’ subdirectory. 
Run clamdscan’.. There are two ways to scan using ClamAV: 
using the existing daemon process and telling it to scan, or 
cranking up a new ClamAV scan process. Calling ‘clamdscan’ 
uses the daemon, whereas just using clamscan’ starts a new 
process. If your installation was successful, you should see 
the following: 


/home/paul/clamav-0.80/test/clam.cab: ClamAV- 
Test-File FOUND 
/home/paul/clamav-0.80/test/clam.exe: ClamAV- 
Test-File FOUND 
/home/paul/clamav-0.80/test/clam.zip: ClamAV- 
Test-File FOUND 


/home/paul/clamav-0.80/test/clam.exe.bz2: 
ClamAV-Test-File FOUND 


Infected files: 4 
Time: 0.012 sec (0 m 0 s) 


So, ClamAV successfully found its test viruses — no Surprises 
there, but at least we know it works. 


A Running ClamAV Although ‘clamdscan’ works well 

for simple virus scans, most of the time you'll be using 
clamscan’ because it doesn't rely on ‘clamd.conf’ for its 
settings. As a result, you can pass it custom settings for each 
virus scan you want to do. Most of the time, you'll want to 
set it to use recursive directory scanning, so pass it the —r 
parameter. Also, if you don't specify the —i parameter, it will 
output the status of every file scanned, infected or otherwise. 
With -i, only files that are infected get mentioned, which 
makes reading the output much easier. 
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Before you Jump off and do a recursive scan of your 


entire system, keep in mind that virus scanning is no easy Aiter severi months of 


task. A fast desktop computer should be able to chew intensive programming on 
through about 5MB/s, which means that scanning an entire behalf of the developers, 

hard disk is likely to take more than an hour. ClamAV will ClamAV 0.80 was released on 
automatically scan inside various types of archives, but 18 October. This is a feature- 
owing to the fact that scanning these types of file is heavy release with much more 
computationally expensive, it will only print out the first virus efficient pattern matching, 


support for Microsoft Cabinet, 
CHM and PowerPoint 
documents, as well as the 
ability to dynamically 


found in an archive. 
One interesting advantage to running ‘clamd’ over just 
creating instances with ‘clamscan’ is that you can actually 


telnet into your ClamAV server on port 3310 and issue decompress and scan UPX 
commands directly. Heres an example conversation: executables. Perhaps most 
importantly, the primary 
[paul@hud-1xf clamav]$ telnet localhost 3310 configuration file was renamed 
Trying 127.0.0.1... from ‘clamav.conf’ to ‘clamd. 
Gann cat E T E A conf’, which means you need 


to be careful if updating a 
previous release. 

Some people are apparently 
hesitant to upgrade from 0.75 


Escape character is ‘*]’. 
SCAN /usr/local/bin 


The line ‘SCAN’ is where you get to remotely instruct ‘clamd’ to 0.80 because of the number 
to perform scans on particular directories. In the example, I've of feature changes, but there's 
asked it to scan /usr/local/bin. As soon as a virus is found, a no reason to worry. Excluding 
warning message Is printed out and the connection Is the renamed configuration file, 
closed. If you don't want it to stop when a virus is found, you the new version is entirely 
can use the ‘CONTSCAN’ command instead of ‘SCAN’. backwards-compatible. 


E Protecting yourself Running virus scans on-demand 
is more than enough for most people, particularly as the 
primary vulnerability risk for Linux is malicious hackers 
breaking into download sites and replacing legitimate 
packages with Trojans. However, to ensure maximum 
protection, you should configure your email client to use 
ClamAV to filter incoming mails, and also set up an 
automated scan of your /home directory to make sure 
users aren't up to any funny business. 

Although youre welcome to have it scan the entire 
system for viruses, It'S important to remember that the only 


... the three-minute picture guide to installing ClamAV 
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Now click the K menu and ‘Run Command’, then 
type ‘Konsole’ to bring up a command-line 





The next step is to type ‘./configure’, then 
‘make’, then ‘su’ (entering your password when 


ud =. om, 
ale [Pee phil ee bee 
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Finally, launch your email reader (Kontact is 
pictured, but KMail works well too), and 





window. Type ‘cd ~/clamav-0.80’ to change to your asked), and finally ‘make install’. This will take some configure it to virus-check your email. This is under 
new directory and then type ‘Is’ to bring up the time to complete, but will hopefully leave you with a the ‘Tools’ menu in ‘KMail/Kontact’. Congratulations! 
directory listing. working ClamAV install on your system. You've just installed ClamAV. 
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Alternatives to ClamAV 


There are alternatives? Actually, a handful of them, though there's one we're not sure of ... 


Central Command, with its Vexira 
AntiVirus suite. We've heard nothing but 
good things about this product, and it 
really can't be called expensive at £19. 
Also in the market are BitDefender, F- 
Secure Anti-Virus, Plesk Antivirus, and 
even McAfee. We're not quite sure how 
much real money there is in the Linux AV 


Although ClamAV is one of the most 
impressive open source products we've 
ever seen, it's by no means the only 
antivirus system available for the Linux 
platform. Although it's no easy task to 
weigh and measure antivirus 
applications, we can at least tell you the 
most popular alternatives. At the top is 


market, at least, without a big virus 
attack, but we have a feeling that this 
particular herd is due for some thinning 
next year. McAfee has the resources to 
fight out a money-based battle, and 
ClamAV has the community behind it to 
help it succeed, so perhaps one or more 
of the others will evaporate. F 
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It's pop-up adverts like these 
that make us hesitate in 
recommending McAfee. 


If you're paranoid about 
viruses on Linux, you can try 
the Dazuko module, which 
scans files as they're accessed. 
You can grab it from http:// 
dazuko.org, but note that even 
the ClamAV manual says very 
clearly that ‘you shouldn't run 
Dazuko on production 
systems’, simply because it’s 
so processor intensive. 

You can also try the clamav- 
milter scanner, which plugs 
ClamAV directly into Sendmail. 
This is also processor 
intensive, so think twice if 
you handle a lot of mail. 
Fortunately, it does scale well 
— FastMail uses ClamAV to 
check its mail, and they receive 
about four million messages 
each day. 


A new Advanced Linux series 
will begin. 





You can inspect ClamAV's virus 
definition update record online 
to see how well they're doing. 
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way for a virus to infect the rest of the system Is to have a 
root user run an infected binary, or to have a major system 
vulnerability. The former is much more likely than the latter, 
SO we recommend you run a daily scan on your home 
directory and a weekly scan of your entire system. 

Mail scanning is entirely dependent on your email client, 
but Kontact/KMail in the KDE environment is representative 
of the pack. To set up antivirus scanning in KMail, click 
Tools | Anti-Virus Wizard. This will search your system for 
compatible AV programs, of which ClamAV is one. All being 
well, you should see ‘Clam Anti-Virus (found on this system)’ 
in the wizard. Select it and click ‘Next’. You'll then have a 
chance to configure where infected mail should go. 


Updating The final thing you need to be aware of is 
how to update your ClamAV database. Again, you can either 
do this by hand or configure it with cron to execute. As It's 
rarely a Smart move to have your system update itself 
entirely, we recommend you update the database by hand. 
To do this, simply type ‘freshclam’ as the root user. This will 
connect to the default update service and grab the latest 
virus database. For extended use, you should edit the file 
/ust/local/etc/freshclam.conf and look for the line 
‘#DatabaseMirror db.XY.clamav.net’ and take out the *. The 
XY part should be set to your country domain name, so UK 
if youre in the United Kingdom, FR in youre in France, DE if 
youre in Germany, etc. 

Below this, you should also see the line: ‘DatabaseMirror 
database.clamav.net’. This is what we just used to download 
Our initial database update, but really it should only be used 
as a back-up in case your local mirror server is down. If you 
find that you get warnings about your ClamAV installation 
being outdated while updating your virus information 
database, thats a hint that you need to upgrade to the next 
version. However, sometimes this message will appear even 
if youre running the latest stable release. This usually only 


Installing ClamAV by hand 


Session Edit View Bookmarks Settings Help 











If you're really that bored, you can entertain yourself by watching 
ClamAV whizz through all of your files. Did we say entertain? 


happens when the testing release brings in substantial new 
features, and you shouldnt worry about tt. It's important to 
remember that updating your database isnt the same as 
updating the engine itself. The ClamAV engine is the 
technology that performs the heuristic scanning 
independently of the virus definitions database, which 
means that updating the virus information alone is not likely 
to give you enough security for your system. When updating 
your engine, just download, recompile and reinstall the 
components as before. It should overwrite what you have 
right now with the newer release. 

Finally, please don't forget that running an antivirus 
solution alone isn't enough to protect you from web nasties. 
We strongly recommend that you run a tool such as Tripwire 
to check that core system binaries arent changed behind 
your back (a sure sign that someone is up to mischief). PCP 


It’s a simple process but be sure to have the very latest version 


The first step is to go to www.clamav. 
net and download the stable release of 
the software. As of writing, it’s version 
0.80, so you should have a file called su 
something like clamav-0.80.tar.gz. Bring 
up a command line, and type this: 


./configure 
make 


make test 


make install 


exit 


tar xvpfz clamav-0.80.tar.gz 
cd clamav-0.80 


This will extract it to a new directory, 
change to that directory, and then list 
the contents of the files therein. You 
should see the file ‘configure’. Now type: 


Running the second command will take 
some time, and you'll be prompted for 
ls your root password when issuing su. If 
you get errors such as ‘No support for 
digital signatures’, you may not have the 
GMP library installed. Installing this 
should fix the problem. If you're running 
a user-friendly distro such as Red Hat, 


you'll be able to install ClamAV through 
your package management tool. 
However, be sure to check the version 
number, as it’s important to have the 
latest engine (0.80), as well as the latest 
virus definition database. If your distro 
has a prior release, such as 0.75, we 
strongly recommend you compile from 
source for maximum protection. 

Also, bear in mind that the ClamAV 
virus definition database is usually 
updated several times a week, which 
means that no matter how new your 
distro is, the virus definition database 
will already be well out of date. E 
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experience is helpful but 
not essential 


A working Linux 
distribution, Wi-Fi 
certified wireless 
networking hardware 


roumi) http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 


If you have Windows drivers 
for your device but can’t find 
any for Linux, take a look at 
Linuxant’s DriverWrapper. 


LINUXANT — 
oT! eT! 


Part Three 


Connecting 
with Wi-Fi 


ver the last two months, we've discussed using 
© Bluetooth technology to create a quick and 

simple short-range wireless network between 
your Linux box and devices such as mobile phones and 
PDAs. While you can use Bluetooth to link two or more 
computers, a better solution is to use one of the more 
mainstream wireless standards. The hardware is 
reasonably priced, and the range and data transmission 
speeds are vastly superior to Bluetooth. 


Setting up and using a personal area network, or PAN, 
between your Linux machine and other devices is swift and 
largely painless to perform. Linux has good support for 
Bluetooth devices and, as we saw last month, many 
distributions have taken Bluetooth support to heart and now 
come with some rather nifty tools. Cable-free networking 
with Wi-Fi wireless products isn't as easy nor as quick to set 
up with many Linux distros, so why should you bother? 
Firstly, theres the issue of network speed. Bluetooth was 
designed as a low-power solution, as the chipsets have 
been added to everything from mobile phones and PDAs to 
in-ear headsets. Portable devices like this suffer enough 
problems with battery life to begin with, so any wireless 
solution has to consume as little power as possible. An 
obvious side effect is that low power means low speed. 
While Bluetooth networks are fine for exchanging small 
amounts of data between machines, browsing the web or 
downloading large files can quickly become painful. 

Theres also the question of operating range to consider. 
Bluetooth devices typically have a working range of around 
10 metres, while some PC-based hardware, such as 
Bluetooth print servers, profess to work at ranges up to 100 
metres. It's rare to find a portable device that exceeds the 
10 metre range. 
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A modern solution Modern wireless standards that 
operate in the 24GHz frequency range bypass both of these 
problems, offering much higher speeds and a vastly 
increased range. Building a true wireless network for your 
Linux and Windows machines (even Apple Macs) is a much 
better long-term solution. As we've said, its not quite as 
intuitive to set up as a Bluetooth network but it’s still worth 
the effort, and with a little advance planning before 
splashing out on the required hardware, you can avoid 
hassle before you even start. 

The biggest issue with setting up a wireless network 
for Linux machines is hardware support. While cabled 
networking has been part of Linux since the first kernel was 
written, wireless devices will require drivers to operate. The 
snag here is that, while all manufacturers provide Windows 
drivers, few are bothering with Linux support at this stage. Of 
the popular hardware manufacturers we checked, only 
Linksys provided any mention of Linux compatibility with its 
wireless hardware — and even then, the drivers werent 
provided directly with the kit. 


Which chipset? The problem with driver support quite 
simply boils down to which wireless chipset is used in your 
chosen hardware. There are many chipsets available, and 
some manufacturers have been known to switch between 
one chipset and another during production runs of the same 
model with no notification at all, so buying hardware can be 
something of a lottery. With this in mind, your first port of call 
before you spend any money should be the hardware 
compatibility list compiled and maintained by the developers 
of the linux-wlan project, which you'll find in the Going 
Further sidebar. Again, Linksys products seem to be favoured 
here as the list goes as far as providing direct links to the US 
version of Amazon to buy the recommended equipment. 
When you buy, bear in mind that you get what you pay for — 
in Linux support terms, at least — and that many cheaper 
models from unknown companies could cause you more 
grief than the more expensive gear in terms of initial set-up. 
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The wireless networking forum at www.linuxquestions.org is a 
great place to look for help on all wireless matters. 
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Frank Charlton has been working 
with PCs since the early 1980s, 
and has recently lost even more 
hair getting his wireless kit 
working with Linux ... 








As far as which items of hardware you need to buy and 
whether you need a combined wireless modem/router (or 
simply an access point), we've covered wireless hardware 


extensively in PC Plus before. You'll obviously need an 
adaptor for your Linux machine, and whether you choose 
an internal PCI card or external USB model is open for 
discussion. In Linux terms, it appears the USB models are 
easier to configure, and they're also considerably easier to 
move between different machines at a later date. 


Ø Linux drivers Armed with your chosen hardware, 
you'll need Linux driver support. The two major chipsets 
used are Prism and Atmel. Much of the hardware we've 
used — such as the Linksys kit we have here — is based 
on the Prism chipset, so we're concentrating on that. 
Drivers for Prism devices are provided as part of the 
linux-wlan project we mentioned earlier. Developed by 
AbsoluteValue Systems, this aims to provide a complete 
Standards-based solution to using 802.11 wireless gear 
under Linux. This is a relatively complete package and is 
available in source form for a number of popular distros, 
but can be little short of an absolute nightmare to 
configure once you have it correctly installed, and often 
requires reinstallation if you happen to upgrade your Linux 
kernel (something the automated update tools, which 


come with many distributions, will often do without your 


knowledge or intervention). Nonetheless, many people 
swear by the linux-wlan drivers, and we'll be looking at 


them in more detail next month. 


Another popular solution is to opt for the Linux Wireless 
Extension and Wireless Tools sponsored by HP These are 
slightly easier to configure but work purely as console 
utilities. Again, more next month. A third possibility is also 
an interesting one, and is something that will form the 
bulk of next month's Masterclass. Since all wireless 
hardware comes supplied with drivers for Windows, 





wouldn't it be easier to be able to simply load and use the 
Windows drivers under Linux? It certainly would, which is 


USB wireless adaptors are 
compact and reliable. With a 
little care (and the right drivers), 
they work well with Linux. 


The linux-wlan project 
www.linux-wlan.com 

This is the home of the kernel 
drivers for hardware that uses 
variations on the popular 
Prism wireless chipset. 


Linux-wlan hardware 
compatibility list 
www.linux-wlan.org/docs/ 
wlan_adapters.html.gz 

A comprehensive list of devices 
and chipsets which work with 
the linux-wlan drivers. 


Linux Wireless Tools, 
www.hpl.hp.com/personal/ 
Jean_Tourrilhes/Linux/Tools. 
html Both the console-based 
Wireless Tools and Wireless 
Extension can be downloaded 
from here. 


NdisWrapper, 
ndiswrapper.sourceforge.net 
The open source solution to 
using Windows wireless 
drivers for many devices 
under Linux. 


where two different solutions come into play. Both 


Linux and Centrino 


Getting built-in support up and running 


If you watch primetime TV, you can't fail 
to notice that Intel is heavily pushing its 
new chip design for laptops, known as 
Centrino. Thanks to those TV ads, we 
know that Centrino laptops come with 


an in-built wireless networking solution. 


While many laptops come with wireless 
hardware onboard, these are simply a 
reworking of the same standard 
chipsets you'll find in the USB, PCI and 
PCMCIA devices you plug into any 
ordinary desktop PC. In most cases, 
getting these portable wireless 
solutions to work with Linux is no more 
difficult than if you were using separate 


hardware. Assuming you can get Linux 
running on your laptop, that is. 

Intel's Centrino is different, though. 
Centrino is an entire processor standard 
for producing slimmer, lighter laptops 
which require less power, and just 
happens to fully support the different 
Wi-Fi-certified standards, including 
802.11¢. If you have a Centrino-powered 
laptop, persuading it to work with Linux 
may be a problem for several different 
reasons, but the one we're concerned 
with is the support for the wireless 
hardware onboard. Centrino is a 
completely incompatible solution as far 


‘Linuxant’ and ‘NdisWrapper’ offer this solution using 
different methods, and both appear to be well-supported 
and stable. While ‘NdisWrapper’ is a free open source 
solution, ‘Linuxant’ costs £11. ‘Linuxant’ is specific to 
hardware that uses chipsets made by Conexant, hence the 
name. Again, which one you require will very much 
depend on your chosen hardware. PCP 


More advanced networking. 
This time it’s textual. 


as other wireless chipsets go. Since it's 
Wi-Fi-certified, it will inter-operate with 
any other certified wireless hardware on 
the market. The issue is drivers. You 
have no hope at all of getting a Centrino 
machine to work with kernel-level 
wireless drivers. Intel may develop 
Linux drivers one day, but we won't 
hold our breath. 

DriverWrapper from Linuxant may 
seem abhorrent to much of the Linux 
hardcore since it isn’t free, but there's no 
doubting the fact that, at the moment, 
it's the only way to power up Centrino 
wireless hardware under Linux. E 





Own a laptop that uses Intel 

Centrino wireless technology? 
It'll work under Linux if you're 
prepared to open your wallet. 
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PHP 


Part Five 


Filters and effects 








Paul Hudson takes special effects to new heights using simple (yet 
strangely complex) PHP and a smattering of imagination 


wW) hat do The Phantom Menace, Attack of the Clones 
and Final Fantasy all have in common? They're all 
plot-poor, yet manage to gross amazing amounts at the 
box office largely on the grounds that their special effects 
are stunning. Now, while were not trying to say that the 
pictures you've been creating aren't very good, wouldn't 
you agree that most of them can be livened up with a 
little pizzazz? 


E Filtering images ‘Special effects’ is a general term 
because, although it might immediately make you think of 
explosions and Al-AT Walkers, we need to start off much 
simpler. So, our very first special effect is going to be taking 
an image and converting it to grey-scale. This will introduce 
you to the core special effects function, imagefilter(). 

There are several different effects you can get out of 
imagefilter() if you know the magic parameters to pass to it. 
Each effect requires different kinds of parameters to be 
passed to it, which is a shame as it means you need to be 
switched on when using the function. Some effects, such as 
grey-scale, require no parameters but, even then, it seems 
like a function such as ‘imagegrayscale()’ (note the American 
spelling) would be much easier. 

The parameters for imagefilter() are an image resource 
file, constant to choose the filter effect you want, then three 
varying arguments. The second parameter is what 
determines which effect is to be performed. Let's take a look 
at grey-scaling images: 


<?php 

$image = imagecreatefrompng (‘frozen-bubble. 
png’); 

if (imagefilter ($image, IMG FILTER GRAYSCALE) ) 
{ 


echo “Image converted successfully. \n”; 


imagepng ($image, ‘frozen-bubble-grey.png’ ) ; 





Our stock image this month is of the Frozen Bubble game for 
Linux. It’s great fun, particularly in two player mode but, more 
importantly, it will act as a colourful canvas for our filters. 


} else { 

echo “Image conversion failed.\n”; 
} 

imagedestroy ($image); 


?> 


The code doesn't include error checking to ensure $image 
was loaded properly, so add it, or make sure that frozen- 
bubble.png (or whatever picture file you're working with) is in 
the same directory as the script. Save the script as fxl.php 
and run it from the command line. Another filter closely 
related to grey-scaling is colourising, which adds to or 
subtracts from the individual red, green and blue values in 
each of the pixels in your image. This is where the three 
extra parameters come in: parameter three specifies the red 
variation, four does green and five does blue. It's important 
to note that it adds to or subtracts from the existing colour, 
which means that specifying 0 means ‘no change to this 
colour’. This is an example that will make the output picture 
look more red than usual: 


<?php 
$image = 
png’); 
if (imagefilter ($image, 
1507 07 0) 


echo “Image converted successfully. \n”; 


imagecreatefrompng(‘frozen-bubble. 


IMG FILTER COLORIZE, 


imagepng ($image, ‘frozen-bubble-colourised. 
png’); 

} else { 

echo “Image conversion failed.\n”; 

} 

imagedestroy ($image); 


?> 


As you can see, it's largely the same as grey-scaling, with the 
addition of the extra parameters. As a result, we'll only print 
the imagefilter() line where the rest of the script is the same 
as above. If you want to subtract colours from an image, just 
use negative numbers. For example, this call to imagefilter() 
will take out all red and green in the image: 


if (imagefilter ($image, 
255, -255, 0)) { 


IMG FILTER COLORIZE, - 


So, we have two conditions in our ‘if’ statement: if 
imagefilter() grey-scale worked and imagefilter() colourisation 
worked. Now, as | said, PHP will execute these in left-to-right 
order, which means it will do what we want — convert to 
grey-scale and add colours. The colours weve added are 50 
red and 10 green, which should give a warm sepia tone. 


E Creative effects Quite a few of the effects you can use 
are subtle but, when used correctly, make your pictures look 
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better. Our favourite is the Gaussian blur filter, which does a 
great job of making images look ever-so-slightly out of focus. 
Annoyingly, the PHP implementation doesn't have any way to 
control the strength of the Gaussian blur used on the picture, 
so its use IS quite simple: 


if (imagefilter ($image, IMG FILTER GAUSSIAN _ 
BLUR)) { 


Altering the brightness and contrast are probably the most 
common image operations around, and they both work in 
the same way by providing an extra parameter between 
255 and -255 for the adjustment. The negative numbers 
decrease brightness yet increase contrast, so be careful 
how you use them. The effect from these functions are 
both particularly good — chances are you'll find that a bit 
of brightness and contrast (about 20 to 30) should be 
added to most pictures from digital cameras (particularly 
those shot inside) just to give them a bit more life. 


The six best effects 


= 





Desaturating your pictures is great for making 
them look moody and brooding, but it also 
works as the perfect diving-board into colourising your 
pictures just as you want them. From here, you can 
create new layers and add your own colours without 
disturbing the original desaturated image. 








Edge detection gives a really unique look to the 
picture by emphasising the edges (of course), but 
also by making the colours inside the image look 
quite plastic-like — almost as if they were being 
viewed through a molten silver filter. You can alter the 
image further by colouring ‘segments’. 








Here, we've used grey-scaling to strip the colour 
out before adding red 50 and green 10 to give a 
warm, sepia-like tone to the picture. You can also try 
adding very small amounts of colour to help to 
emphasise particular parts in a picture. This is tricky to 
get right but, when it works, it looks stunning. 


Colour negation was the number one special 
effect in early Dr Who shows, and now it can live 
on in your PHP scripts! Best achieved in conjunction 
with the original colours, this adds a particularly 
dramatic flair to your output. And, strangely enough, it 
looks a bit like the Tardis... 





This is a zoom-in on the colourised picture. Note that the filter 
has just bumped up the red value in each of the pixels, leaving 
green and blue as they were. 





very effective! 
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Coding specialist and 
Linux evangelist, Paul 
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magazine Linux Format 


The buzz on Planet PHP right 
now is all about PHP 5.1: 
roadmaps are being drawn up 
and redrawn as developers try 
to nail down what will make it 
in and what won't. PDO, the 
PHP Data Objects system, is 
now all but finished in terms of 
code development but, as yet, 
documentation is so sparse 
that few people have been 
able to try it out. Performance 
remains the watchword, as 
new patches are committed 
weekly that speed up various 
parts of the system. 





The oldest trick in the book is to blow out some 
of the brighter colours by cranking up the 
brightness a little bit. This has the effect of making 
whites in the image appear to glow as they bleed into 
the surrounding colours. It’s an old trick but it’s still 


The hardest filter to use is mean removal, which 
is like the sharpening tool on steroids. It works 
by making each pixel as distinct from those around it 
as possible, and, if you're not going for a psychotic 
look, is often best used in pictures that are very soft 
and blurry and not as razor-sharp as this. 
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Hints and tips 


PHP 


Ways around special effects limitations 


Although the imagefilter() function is quite 
powerful, its limitations are immediately 
obvious and permanently annoying. For 
example, there’s no way to pixelate an image 
without writing your own filter by hand (see 
the section called ‘Make your own filter!’ for 


ideas on how to do this). 


However, with a fair bit of lateral thinking, 
this can be achieved using the function 


If you want to try your hand at 
making some advanced filters 
of your own, scan through the 
‘Filters’ menu in your image 
editor of choice and get some 
ideas. If you're feeling more 
ambitious, you could even try 
putting the algorithms into a 
custom C extension so they run 
fast enough for you to use live 
on your site. 


We complete this mini-tutorial 
on working with graphics in 
PHP by looking at working 
with existing images. 


st 


—— ae 
J # sa Es 
Using our hand-coded blur 


algorithm, we can get much 
easier true blurring. 
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imagecopyresampled(). This function is 
primarily used for smoothly scaling images, 
but if we use it to scale a selected image down 
much smaller than its original size, and then 
use it again to bring the image back up, we'll 
have achieved pixelation. The actual semantics 
of this function are fairly complex, so we'll be 
looking at it in much more detail in next 
month's issue. W 


This is brightness in action: 


if (imagefilter ($image, IMG FILTER BRIGHTNESS, 
100)) { 


And if youre looking for a catch-all, ‘make livelier’ command, 
you could try this: 


if (imagefilter ($image, IMG FILTER BRIGHTNESS, 
20) && imagefilter ($image, IMG FILTER CONTRAST, 
-20)) { 


E Crazy effects OK, so this is where all the fun bits are: 
effects that don't add realism, and they don't add quality 
either. Instead, they're destructive, but if youte careful how 
you use them — and if youTe of an artistic persuasion — 
they can really add some style to your work. 

First up is perhaps the filter that's hardest to use in 
terms of getting output youre happy with: mean removal. 
This filter can be considered as ‘extreme sharpening’ — 
each pixel takes part of the value of the eight pixels 
Surrounding it, inverts the average of that and then 
multiplies its own value by nine and sums the two. So, in 
effect, this filter makes the difference between each pixel 
on the screen much greater — much more than normal 
sharpening would, which is why the filter is quite hard to 
use! Here it is in PHP: 


if (imagefilter ($image, IMG FILTER MEAN 
REMOVAL) ) { 


You think it looks a bit too simple? Perhaps, but the final 
output is a different kettle of fish, particularly for the Frozen 
Bubble picture! Another crazy but fun’ filter to play around 
with is edge detection, although this actually works out 
much easier to use in terms of getting good output. As 
before, its called without parameters, so the code is just: 


Make your own filters! 





Although there isn’t actually a pixelation function in PHP, we can 
fabricate one by resampling images twice. 





if (imagefilter ($image, IMG FILTER EDGEDETECT) ) 


{ 


This outputs an image that looks like it's been heavily 
embossed before being painted over with metallic colours. 
Although there are lots of uses for edge detection, our 
favourite is for caricatures, which is the subtle art of taking a 
photograph and making it look more like a cartoon. This is 
best combined with the imagetruecolortopalette() function, 
so that it converts the image to 16 colours (or something 
similar) beforehand, otherwise your attempts to fill in- 
between the edge-detected lines will likely fail owing to 
colour variation. 

The final two special effects we want to look at are 
embossing and colour reversing, both of which require no 
extra parameters: 


if (imagefilter ($image, IMG FILTER EMBOSS)) { 
And negation, the very similar: 
if (imagefilter ($image, IMG FILTER NEGATE)) { 


As we discussed earlier, the embossing filter is quite like 
edge detection, but is a great deal less pronounced. 
Colour reversing (IMG_FILTER NEGATE) is often referred to 
as ‘solarise’,, but it just flips each colour for its direct 
Opposite, as you would see if you looked at a 35mm 
film negative. 

This wraps up our special effects coverage for this 
month. As we've seen together, most of these ‘special 
effects’ can be achieved with just the imagefilter() function 
(and further enhanced with a touch of artistic flair 
and natural talent), and it's extremely versatile, as long as 
you remember all the parameters it takes. Perhaps in the 
future, we'll come across functions like imagegrayscale() 
and imagecolorize(), but lets not hold our breath! PCP 


The coding isn't tricky, as long as you know how it's done 








The imagefilter() function in PHP works 
wonders, but in terms of improving a 
plain image, it’s limited. However, it's 
simple to write your own filters using 
PHP code. You'll need to use the 
imagesx() and imagesy() functions to 
get the X and Y size of the picture, then 
loop through each pixel applying your 
transformation using imagesetpixel() to 
update the values. For example, you 
could write a blur filter in PHP by 
looping through each pixel and setting 
up an array of the colours of all the 
surrounding pixels. This should be 
averaged to give an average value, and 


use that as the new colour value for the 
pixel. You can change the blur by 
sampling pixels further away from the 
source pixel. Using pixels one place 
away from the source pixel gives a 
gentle blur; using pixels 10 places away 
creates a large blur. This would lead to 
code along these lines: 


dist = 4; 
for (Sx = 0; Sx < Simagex; 
++$x) { 

for ($y = 0; $y < $imagey; 
++$y) 


{ 


LOE (SkiERS SEES dIStSE 
<= $x 
+ $dist; ++$k) { 
for ($1 = $y - $dist; $1 


$y + $dist; ++$1) { 
} 
} 
} 


Yes, having four for loops isn't likely 
to execute quickly, but if you want 
flexibility and speed, your only choice 
is to write it in C. E 
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icrosoft CEO, Steve Ballmer, 
recently revealed that his 
companys biggest headache 


was not Linux, nor the continuing 
struggles against security breaches; 
rather it was piracy in developing 
markets such as India, Russia and 
China. “The biggest problem we have 
right now is that people who should be 
paying for software, aren't,” admitted 
Ballmer. It was his solution to this 
problem that caught many off guard 
though: “There needs to be the 
equivalent of a $100 computer.” 

Even allowing for the usual dollar to 
pound conversion rate that appears to 
afflict the computer industry (that is, 
one dollar = one pound sterling), this 
notion appears to be the stuff of 
dreams. But how cheaply can the 


industry piece together a usable 
machine? And, more importantly, is 

this a goal that it should be actively 
pursuing? With hardware manufacturers 
already working to the slimmest of 
profit margins, should the industry rally 
around a company that is infamous for 
its monopoly sponsored profit margins 
($50+ per licence to PC builders)? 

The industry does appear to have a 
similar concept in mind though — AMD 
has released a blueprint of a budget PC 
that it calls a Personal Internet 
Communicator (www.amd.com). Such 
a system has a proposed price tag of 
$185, but doesn't include a monitor, and 
instead of running a full version of 
Windows XP it actually uses a variant of 
the Windows CE operating system. Intel 
has similar plans with its ‘Shelton’ 


project, which it hopes to build for as 
little as $199. The network PC concept 
has also been mentioned again, 
although anyone that remembers the 
first volley of this flawed idea will have 
little hope for its future. 

If youre looking to buy a machine 
off the shelf in the UK, one of the 
cheapest options around is the Tiny 
Omega LX2400 package, which will set 
you back a miserly £289 (www.tiny. 
com). This PC boasts a 24GHz Celeron 
processor, 128MB of RAM, 80GB 
7200rpm HDD and a 1/in SVGA CRT 
monitor. Ironically, this machine runs 
the Linspire Linux distribution, and not 
one of Microsofts offerings. 

If you would prefer a Microsoft OS, 
then Simply Computers (www.simply. 
co.uk) bundles a copy of Windows XP 


“A revolutionary change in PC architecture” — AMD's ‘Egypt’ CPU, page 16 
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Home Edition with its Acer Aspire 
T120. Powered by an Athlon XP 2600+, 
256MB of RAM and a 40GB hard drive, 
this system also throws in a DVD-RW 
writer for good measure. The whole 
package rolls in at £334, but as it 

lacks a monitor, it looks like we're still 
some way off the $100 PC mark in 
this country. 

Of course, you could just buy a 
machine and then buy the operating 
system separately, but remember that a 
new copy of Windows XP Home Edition 
will set you back a hefty £165, or the 
Professional Edition will cost the best 
part of £240. There are more affordable 
upgrade paths from previous Microsoft 
operating systems (and it can actually 
be cheaper to pick up a copy of 
Windows 98SE and then pay the £82 
upgrade fee than buy it outright), but 
the idea of spending up to twice the 
amount on software than hardware will 
confuse most. 

At least the system requirements for 
Windows XP Home Edition aren't too 
exacting, but they could still cause 
problems for older equipment: a 
300MHz processor, 128MB of RAM, 
1.5GB of available disk space just for 
the operating system, a SVGA 
(800x600) graphics adaptor and a CD- 
ROM drive. This is the minimum 
recommended specification, and It's 
generally understood that you should 
at least double any figures involved if 
you want to have a useful experience 
with the OS. 

And what of Longhorn? Will this 
proposed $100 PC be able to run any 
successor to Windows XP? The system 
requirements for such a system aren't 
available yet, and the now infamous 
suggestion that you'll need at least a 
AGHz dual-core processor, 2GB of RAM 
and a terabyte hard drive have been 
dismissed by most developers as being 
the stuff of fantasy and little else — 
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especially true now that Intel has 
dramatically backed out of the raw 
speed race. 

The far more realistic 
recommended configuration that 
is doing the rounds is of a 2GHz 
processor, 256MB of RAM and 20GB 
of hard drive space. Both of the 
machines mentioned fit this bill in 
all but the amount of memory on 
offer, and upgrading your memory is 
fairly affordable and straightforward. 
Of course, you could try to build 
a system from scratch yourself, but 
with the PC manufacturers being able 
to buy kit considerably cheaper than 
it is available to end users, you'll 


quickly mount up costs that make the 


Tiny and Simply machines look like 
real bargains. 

If nothing else, Ballmer's 
comments have highlighted the 
pricing disparity between Microsoft's 
Operating systems and that of the 


competition. When quizzed about the 


potential threat from Linux, Ballmer 
said: “Theres no appreciable amount 
of Linux on client systems anywhere 
in the world.” Even when pressed 
about the city of Munich's recent 
decision to implement a widespread 
Linux distribution, the Microsoft head 
honcho was bullish, pointing out that 
there had been delays, and this was 
a one-off case. 

It's true that Linux is still a long 
way behind Windows XP at least 
in terms of mass-market usability, 
but if Ballmers dream does get 
implemented, then surely such a 
system will ship with a more 
affordable operating system than 
Windows XP And how many users 
are going to want to change the OS 
of an off-the-shelf PC? Well, judging 
by Microsoft's success, not that many 
at all... 
— Alan Dexter 


Tiny's LX2400 costs only 
£289, but runs Linux. 
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Microsoft searches for 
a success story 


Google's innovations might be getting all the press, 
but the Microsoft empire is about to strike back 
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fter years of watching 

Google take over the 
search engine market, 
Microsoft is finally gearing 
up for its attempted 
comeback. The closest 
release is the forthcoming 
replacement for MSN 
Search (http://beta. 
search.msn.com) — 
replacing the old, very 
Google-styled system with 
a fresh one that looks 
very similar indeed. The 
main difference this time is that 
a Set of easy, visual menus and 
sliders are on hand to customise 
the results that the engine 
produces — the popularity of sites 
being listed, age of the content, 
domain and more. In addition to 
pure search, the engine hooks 
into Microsoft's Encarta database 
to provide instant access to facts 
and figures (like Google), images 
(like Google) and intrusive 
adverts. Bowled over we are not. 

Desktop Search is rather 
more promising. Only glimpsed 
in leaked Screenshot form so 
far, although supposedly due 
for a beta release by the end 
of the year, this new Windows 
component hooks into the 
desktop itself, as well as Internet 
Explorer and Outlook Express, 
putting search at your fingertips 
wherever you go. Based on 
Microsoft's recently acquired, and 
unfortunately named Lookout 
indexing and search software, 
the final version looks set to 
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..and in the blue 
corner, Microsoft's 
attempt to reclaim long 
lost ground. 
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Search your own computer. 


hook into online MSN results and 
other important data scattered 
around your machine, too. 

Ultimately, while Microsoft 
may have a home-field 
advantage on the desktop, it’s 
coming to the party late. Almost 
everyone with a search engine is 
fighting to enter this space, and 
companies like Blinkx, Copernic 
and Google are wasting no time 
snapping up customers. Expect 
many, many more over the 
coming months — all claiming to 
be the greatest thing since sliced 
bread. It's not so much a sudden 
philanthropic wave running 
through the industry, as the fact 
that any company capable of 
carving out a chunk of the market 
will get the ability to push 
adverts, even when the user isn't 
actively browsing the net. And of 
course, let's not forget the instant 
goodwill from being the logo that 
found that critical document 
when the boss came a-knocking. 
— Richard Cobbett 


=) Jazzing up Windows has never been easier with a 
Microsoft-friendly release of the Mac app Konfabulator. The 


runtime software enables you to download Java-powered 
‘widgets’, such as clocks, temperature gauges, RSS readers 
and stock quote fetchers. Download pre-built gizmos or 
program your own. Find it at www.konfabulator.com. 
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Vodafone goes 3G 


Patchy UK coverage, no compelling content... Is 3G really 
worth the £6 billion that Vodafone paid for its licence? 
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QO vodafone 


Ves has become only the second UK operator to launch a 3G 
voice/data service. With increased data speeds (up to 380Kbps), 
Vodafone live! is able to offer speedier WAP/web browsing, video calls 
and downloadable video content such as: football highlights, ITN News 
bulletins and a variety of movie trailers. Six handsets, including the 


exquisite Sony Ericsson V800 shown here are available, but coverage is 
limited to 60 per cent of the UK, focused around London and other 
main metropolitan areas. Tariffs start at a pricey £40 per month. 

See www.vodafone.com for more info. 





=> Reuters has reported that file-sharing > 
network 

— more than all of the other 
P2P systems combined. While Bittorent’s 


bandwidth-hogging software is designed for 
legitimate file distribution, it's also a hotbed 
of illegal movie and music swapping. The 
MPAA is switching on its targeting PCs... 


IN BRIEF 
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to download their mail into a mail client (such 
as Outlook) for offline reading, or to a portable 
device like a smartphone or PDA. Google also 
plans to add antivirus scanning at the server 
level to beef up the security before a wider 
rollout of the service. 





The Longhorn wave 
and a potential XP2 


Microsoft's ultimate vision of a next-generation operating 
system won't ship in 2006. Not all of it anyway... 


hile Longhorn is scheduled for 

release at the end of 2006, it’s 
not going to be the all-singing 
boxed-copy OS that many computer 
users expect. The grand Longhorn 
design is still intact. As Microsoft CEO 
Steve Ballmer explained at this year's 
Gartner Symposium and ITxpo 2004 
in Orlando, “the vision is a complete 
one for a next-generation platform 
designed for this day and age; the 
day and age of the Internet and XML 
web services and the massive 
information that people manage 
today.” But this vision won't be 
fulfilled until 2007 at the earliest. 

Instead, Microsoft has started 

talking about the Longhorn ‘wave’, 
which revolves around Its plans to 
backport many of the features 
designed for Longhorn onto Windows 
XP and Windows Server 2003. “We 
have some things that we'll have 
shipped beforehand”, confirmed 
Ballmer, referring to the Indigo web 
services infrastructure, the Avalon 
presentation layer, plus some of the 
WinFX developer libraries. So when 
can you expect XP/Server 2003 
versions of these core Longhorn 


pillars? According to Ballmer, “were 
going to stage some of this stuff out 
with our Release 2 next year.” 

Release 2? This last comment 
hints that Avalon and Indigo could 
well be rolled into an R2 of the 
Windows XP OS in 2005, a stepping 
stone update designed to open up 
these technologies for developers to 
Start building Longhorn applications. 
Of course, the fact that a beta version 
of Avalon has recently been released 
to MSDN subscribers shows that any 
of the XP-bound Longhorn bits can 
be shipped independently. Microsoft 
might not opt for the R2 route. 

As things stand, Windows XP will 
undoubtedly evolve into a more 
powerful OS than it is today, but it still 
wont be a patch on Longhorn. XP will 
have Avalon, but it wont have the 
Aero Glass interface, nor will it have 
the advantage of the rewritten driver 
model that will boost performance. At 
the moment, Longhorn feels less a 
successor to XP more a series of bolt- 
on upgrades for it. Microsoft's next- 
gen OS wont ship complete in 2006 
— 2007 or 2008 looks a better bet. 

— Dean Evans 


=>-As corporate giants bicker over the next- 


, enabling users 


generation DVD standard, scientists at the 
Imperial College in London are developing a 
method to store 


. That would 


make the Multiplexed Optical Data Storage 
technology capable of storing 200 two-hour 


movies or 285,714 MP3s... 
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The scribbling formula 


Fancy some help writing that novel, screenplay, or report? Chris airs his views on some scribbler’s 
aids for the PC that could take a sledgehammer to writer's block 


‘ve always had a penchant for software packages that 

promise to make me a better writer. | was in at the beginning 
of home computer word processing — my first Dr Who scripts 
Sprang from the loins of a word processor called Memorite on 
my trusty 8-bit Vector Graphic MZ System B. But decades were 
to roll by before software ventured to do much more for writers 
than capture their keystrokes and print them out in a nicely 
formatted way. 

The newer software writing aids I've been looking at 
recently fall into two main catagories. | think of them as ‘tools’ 
and ‘tutors’, although they will usually combine elements of 
each. A tool package gives you places to collect and sort your 


“HOW EXACTLY DOES MY 
HERO CROSS THE FIRST 
THRESHOLD AND ENCOUNTER 
THE SHAPESHIFTER?” 


ideas, leaving the creative work up to you. A tutor, as the name 
implies, purports to understand story construction, and guides 
— or frog-marches — you through the whole creation process. 

I'm essentially a tool man. Software that quizzes me about 
how exactly my Hero is going to Cross the First Threshold to 
Encounter the ShapeShifter can be a lot of fun to explore, but | 
cant say its ever helped me produce a blockbuster movie. Not 
that any software has managed that miracle so far. One that | 
thought came close was PowerStructure (www.write-brain. 
com). This starts out as a finger-wagging tutor imbued with 
the Joseph Campbell philosophy of The Mythic Journey, which 
supposedly underlies all great storytelling, ancient or modern 
(see www.jcforg). But you quickly learn that you can set up 
your own classifications and nomenclature to turn 
PowerStructure into a useable script, novel, or short story 
construction kit. Recommended. 

For the full California-style head trip, take a look at 
Dramatica Pro (www.dramatica.com). lm sure theres a 
valuable learning experience here for all amateur and pro 
storytellers. However, when | pull up a keyboard, its a tough 
enough job getting down what | want to say, without being 
nagged about what | should be saying and how | should be 
saying it. Am | being too harsh? Check Dramatica Pro out for 
yourself — you can download a limited function demo from 
the website. 


PARALLEL COMPUTERVERSE* 


If you decide lm unfair to Dramatica Pro, you won't at all 
trust my first impressions of NewNovelist (www.newnovelist. 
com) — | only got it a couple of days ago. This is a UK product 
that walks you through much the same sort of Mythic Journey 
steps as PowerStructure — the transition from the Ordinary 
World to a decidedly extraordinary one, taking in tests and 
trials and an Innermost Cave along the way. George Lucas 
famously based Star Wars on this formula. 

But as far as I've been able to ascertain, it doesn't loosen 
up. Youre stuck with three story types, called ‘Plot’, ‘Epic’ 
and ‘Character’. Choose, say, Epic (because you fancy writing 
about ‘complex characters who are victims of Fate’), and 
youre committed to an unhappy ending, because NewNovelist 
says So. If youre sitting there twiddling your thumbs thinking 
what to write, this could be the package to get you started. 
But once you've got going, you'll probably want something a 
lot more flexible. 

And that flexible something could well be another UK 
product | stumbled on a couple of months ago and have 
been using avidly for everything ever since. Developed by a 
husband-and-wife team (he's a veteran programmer and shes 
a published novelist) WritersCafe is by far the most useful 
authorial toolkit I've come across. It satisfactorily solves one of 
the key problems confronting writers today — how to organise 
all that electronic research material you've gathered from the 
web and elsewhere — with the aid of an ingenious browser- 
like front-end. Here you can store and coordinate HTML links, 
odd chunks of text, images, folders, applications you might 
want to run — in fact anything and everything youre going to 
need to lay your hands on in the course of composing your 
stuff. The built-in journal will appeal to bloggers, theres a 
notebook for marginalia (or the magnum opus itself) and an 
electronic bookshelf primed with manuals for the software and 
a book on the art of storytelling. 

This, and the elegantly ingenious slipcase that houses the 
CD-ROM, would easily be enough to justify the modest price 
of £32.90. But that's only the foreplay. The structuring and 
ongoing restructuring of your narrative is carried out inside an 
index card system called ‘Storylines’, which emulates a cork 
noticeboard on which you can keep track of characters and 
events, and unrestrictedly shuffle around the elements of your 
story. You can download a limited, but workable, copy of the 
software from the website at www.writerscafe.co.uk, where 
you'll find (a clueful touch, this) versions for Windows, Linux 
and the Mac. IMHO any bloggers, diarists, novelists, office 
report writers, aspiring (or indeed actual) Hollywood 
screenwriters — anyone among you who taps out prose on a 
keyboard — would be mad not to download this immediately. 
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Chris Bidmead 


chris.bidmead @futurenet.co.uk 





Chris Bidmead has been 
using and writing about 
computers for more years 
than he cares to remember 


* It's as real as speed dating at a Linux convention 


llitericy in the UK? Unpossible! 


hock for typists and journalist's as the 
Wordswirth Corporation announces that it 


has software patented the SpellChecker and 
dictionary. Covering not just spelling but also 
grammer, stock's and shares went down 
worldwide at the diskovery that 99.9 per cent 
of the population is functionally ileterate and 
incapible of righting without assistence- 


With all spelling now charged on a 
subscruption basis, and price’s starting at £500 
per typo, their is wide spread speculation the 
world may sease trying to right, in favour of 
Morse Code, and mediums where nobody goes 
caring less if your accurate, liek EMail and 
Instant Messeging. Says the Wordsworth 
Coproation’s A. J. Clippy, “This is a genuine step 


forward for the English language — finally 
bringing it back where it belongs: into the 
patrician clutches of the true cognoscenii. It is 
a great step towards bringing our language 
back to its sesquipedalian glory, and at very 
reasonable prices indeed. Ah. It looks like 
you're writing a letter. Would you like to pay 
us to help you?” 
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AMD plans to beat Intel to the dual-core 
punch. Here's how it's going to do it 


proved that traditional single-core processors 

have effectively reached the limits of their 
design. Increases in CPU clock speeds, extra on- 
chip memory and 1/0 architecture improvements 
have squeezed out every last drop of processor 


| ntel's cancellation of its 4GHz Pentium 4 has 


performance from the current P4s and Athlon 64s. 


But the excessive power drawn by these single- 
core chips means that future scaling will be 
impossible. It's why both Intel and AMD are 
switching their focus to dual-core designs. 

AMD was the first to release information 
about its dual-core approach. Its K8 Opteron/ 
Athlon 64 architecture was designed from the 
start to Support multiple cores and the die-shot 
here shows the structure of its new 90nm SOI 
Opteron core, codenamed ‘Egypt’. The Egypt CPU 
is approximately the same size as a 130nm 
single-core Opteron processor, but it features two 
separate cores — Core 0 and Core 1, each one 
with its own 1MB of L2 cache. Intels approach 
favours a shared cache architecture, which Intel 
claim is capable of better performance. 

But crucially, AMD's cores share the same 
onboard 128-bit DDR-1 memory controller, part 
of the Direct Connect Architecture (DCA) or 
HyperTransport bus. The onboard controller gives 
the CPU a hotline to the memory, gifting the K8 
design with greater bandwidth and lower latency. 
Simply put, this reduces the time it takes for data to 
be retrieved from memory, giving AMDs architecture 
an extra edge over the competition. Critics suggest 
that a single memory controller might ultimately 
limit performance. But theres scope here to add 
extra memory controllers in the future. 


CPU1 


1MB 
L2 Cache 





AMD's dual-core design directly links the CPUs, memory 
and the Northbridge, dramatically reducing latency. 
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AMD's dual-core 
‘Egypt processor 
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The DCA provides direct HyperTransport 
connects for the memory, Northbridge and the 
two CPUs, rather than an all-in-one connect like a 
Front Side Bus, which will be forced to share 
separate CPU requests. Each core routes its 
instructions through the System Request Interface 
via a Crossbar Switch that links the two cores 
together. The cores run independently and 
symmetrically, with ‘exclusive’ L2 caches — they 
exclude L1 cache information — that feed from 
one another. The Opteron architecture can hunt 
for data through both caches more efficiently. 

Key to the dual-core design is its thermal 
design power (TDP). While the Athlon 64 FX-55 
consumes around 104W under maximum loads, 


AMD's forthcoming 90nm chips will consume less. 


In fact, AMD has rated the dual-core Egypt chip 
with a TDP of 95W, which suggests that the two 
cores will be underclocked, possibly by half, to 
Stay within an acceptable thermal envelope. AMD 
is reticent to reveal the clockspeed of the two 
processors in the Egypt core, but if the current 
fastest 130nm Opteron is rated at 2.4GHz, you can 
draw your own conclusions. 

Designed to be compatible with 940-pin 
motherboards, AMD's dual-core solution may run 
at a lower clockspeed than a single-core Opteron, 
but should offer performance increases upwards 
of 30 per cent. AMD has confirmed that only a 
simple BIOS flash is required to recognise the two 
cores, so it will be possible to swap out single- 
core Opterons to replace them with dual-core 
variants. Thus a dual-processor system can be 
upgraded to a four-processor system with ease. 


1MB L2 CACHE 















DUAL-CORE OPTERON (EGYPT) 
PROCESS: 90nm SOI 
Transistors: 205 million 

CPU speeds: 1GHz+ (estimated) 
FSB: HyperTransport 

x86: 32-bit/64-bit 

L1 Cache: 128K, L2 Cache: 1MB 
TDP: 95W 





Admittedly, dual-core processors will have a 
limited impact until there are applications to take 
full advantage of them. Like Intel's 
HyperThreading technology, which creates a 
virtual second processor, dual-core CPUs will 
improve multitasking significantly and increase 
the performance of heavy-duty workstation apps 
where the cores can work in parallel, such as 
video editing or image rendering. 

Even when dual-core chips are launched, a 
single core CPU, operating at a high clockspeed, 
will still prove more efficient for day-to-day 
applications. Software developers will need to 
rewrite their code to take advantage of multi-core 
processing, using the Whidbey tools that will be a 
part of Microsoft's Visual Studio 2005. Until that 
happens, AMD recommends taking advantage of 
dual-core processors for load balancing — for 
example, Core 0 could draw one half of the screen, 
while the second core draws the other half. 

With desktop and server chips scheduled for 
the second half of 2005, and mobile versions 
pegged for the first half of 2006, dual-core 
processors are a revolutionary change to the 
architecture of the PC. And with AMD leading the 
charge, a 939-pin PCI Express-equipped Athlon 64 
PC looks like a solid bet for a future-proof system, 
enabling you to upgrade to 64-bit, upgrade to 
dual-core and take advantage of Longhorn. 

— Dean Evans 





An Eastern Eye 


The latest in high-tech gadgetry from our 
hard-to-reach Far Eastern correspondent 


System Talks Movie Vision AV 
media player (£250) 

System Talks has been impressing 
us fine members of the press on 
the Tokyo tech circuit recently with 
its new handheld video player/ 
recorder, the Movie Vision AV. 
Although a mere 20GB stripling, 
the player has won a lot of 
compliments for its fine styling, 
which is slightly reminiscent of 
another, altogether more famous 
audio player. It can play back MP3 
files, as well as record video direct 
to its drive in MPEG4 format. Even 
better for gearheads is the fact 
that it doesnt choke on DivX, 
which is nice. It also has a video 
output and a CF card slot. 


Sharp Zaurus SL-C3000 PDA 
(£400) 

Finally, a macho PDA to knock 
the other PDAs into shape — 
Sharps latest Linux-powered 
Zaurus packs a man-sized 4GB 
HDD punch within its 298g frame. 
Behind the Lineo uLinux shell 

is a 416MHz Intel XScale CPU, 
64MB of SDRAM and 16MB of 
flash ROM. The presence of both 
SD and CF card slots is welcome, 
although its a shame theres no 
Bluetooth or Wi-Fi onboard. 

The usual suite of multimedia 
applications and a headphone 
socket are present and correct. 
On our trial run, we found the 
small keyboard to be more than 
acceptable, and the usual 
superfine 640x480 Zaurus screen 
remains outstanding. 































Buffalo Technology TeraStation (£540) 
TeraStation (£540) 
At its most basic level, RAID is a standard for forcing 
multiple hard drives to appear as one big chunk, which is 
why Buffalo Technologys monstrous TeraStation, with its 
four HDDs, can claim to be a ITB (okay, 1,000GB actually) 
Storage server. For the price, that much storage Isnt to be 
sniffed at, particularly when it offers a Gigabit Ethernet 
connection and a USB 20 option. FireWire 800 would be 
nice, but it isnt quite a deal-breaker. If you're interested 
enough to know the difference, RAID-1 and RAID-5 
modes are both available, giving home users a choice 
of how to back up and share their boatloads of totally 
legal movies, photos and music. 





J. Mark Lytle 


jmark.lytle@futurenet.co.uk 


Mark lives in Tokyo 

to be closer to the 
latest new technology 
and the best sushi 


a toothbrush in its top pocket 
and a spare pair of pants in its 
drawer 


To find out about our 
managed hosting services, 
call 0800 634 0120. 
To hear what our customers 
actually say about us visit 
www.rackspace.co.uk 
/talkingheads. 
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From AIX to BIX 


Next year’s PCs will be smaller, cooler and quieter. 


But is Intel's BTX design the answer? 


ntel quietly rolled out its 

D915GMH BTX (Balanced 
Technology Extended) boards 
this month, but there seems to 
be little urgency among system 
builders to embrace it. Based 
on Intel's 915G chipset, the 
D915GMH architecture aligns 
high-power components (such 
as the CPU and graphics card) 
so they benefit from the same 
airflow. Consequently, a single 
fan and heatsink combo, 
dubbed a ‘Thermal Module’, can 
cool a BTX system. Gateway has 
a BTX PC on sale in the US, but 
with the introduction of more 
processors next year, there's life 
in the old ATX chassis yet. 
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Motherboard manufacturers have pre-empted Intel's 
decision to bring the Pentium M to a desktop near you 


ae much-lauded mobile 
processor, the Pentium M, is 
finally making its way to the 
desktop arena. The processor 
has been fundamental to the 
success of the Centrino initiative, 
and while there have been 
desktop motherboards available 
in the Far East, they haven't 
been released over here. AOpen 
has changed this with the 
release of the i855GMEm-LFS 
(250 Euro). 

AOpen’s motherboard is 
based on the same Intel 
855GME chipset that you'll 
find in many laptops, but it 
boasts a number of extra 
features to make it more 
suitable to the desktop space. 
Gigabit Ethernet, an onboard 
SATA RAID controller and FireWire 
all put in an appearance. With 
the addition of three PCI slots 
and an AGP interface, you've got 
the foundation of a quiet and 
potentially capable system. 

Dothan, and its predecessor 
Banias, were designed from the 
ground up to consume less 
power and produce a lot less 
heat than the Pentium 4 core, 
and the resultant processors 
are much more efficient. These 
processors run at slower clock 
speeds than the Pentium 4, 
but due to their 10-12 stage 


pipelines (compared to the 31 
Stages in a Prescott Pentium 4), 
they can do far more per clock 
cycle. For example, a 2GHz 
Pentium M processor can show 
comparable performance to a 
3.2GHz Pentium 4 or an Athlon 
64 3200+. 

If there is a problem facing 
the future of this processor 
in the desktop environment, 
then the fact that it’s taken so 
long to produce a marketable 
board will mean that early 
adopters remain disinterested. 
Crucially, there’s no PCI Express 
support here, and the 855GME 
chipset only supports DDR333 
memory, and only via a single 
channel controller at that. And 
as the Pentium M isn’t based 
on Intel’s Netburst architecture, 
some streaming applications 
are considerably slower than 
its larger, hungrier siblings. 

Overall though, the potential 
uses for this platform far 
outweigh its slight shortcomings 
— corporate PCs, small form 
factor PCs and home 
entertainment PCs. And Intel's 
recent decision to cancel the 
development of the 4GHz 
Pentium 4 (Prescott), certainly 
helps the cause of the Pentium 
M desktop as well. 
— Alan Dexter 


=> Despite the threat of UWB (Ultra 
WideBand), 

for the development 
of its wireless networking technology. Key 


to the strategy is a move to a 2.0+ EDR 
(Enhanced Data Rate) specification, 
supporting 3Mbps speeds and multicasting 
to seven devices. See www.bluetooth.com. 
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=> In a recent meeting with PC Plus, 


The company 
has already established a beachhead in the 
PDA market with its expeditionary force of 
n-series handhelds. Its new PDAs for next 
year will, so Acer says, feature Bluetooth and 
GPS functionality. 





> 

The 
Professional version will enable users to 
embed high-level commenting tools, such 
as a highlighter and sticky notes, which can 
be used by anyone viewing a PDF in Acrobat 
Reader. Keep an eye on www.adobe.com 
for the latest information. 





A Flickr of interest 


We see hundreds of online services, but it's rare that we find one wee willing to pay for. 
Richard Cobbett is so bowled over by Flickr he breaks out his camera and credit card 


lickr gets it. I'm sorry. lm trying my best to be cynical, 

mean-spirited and cheap, but | can't. More than any other 
commercial web service I've used for years, this one online 
photo-management storage system has impressed me 
beyond words. It's not the photo features themselves, 
although they're excellent, nor the low cost, which is quite 
reasonable, but simply the fact that Flickr drips web-savvy 
from every pore. Every last web-service designer should be 
paying close attention. 

You'll find the service at www.flickr.com, and my personal 
Pro account at www-flickr.com/photos/charybdis/. | should 
point out that this isnt a journalist freebie — its one | picked 
up with my own, occasionally even hard-earned money. Being 


“AT NO POINT DO YOU 
FEEL THAT FLICKR IS TRYING 
TO SEIZE CONTROL OVER 
YOUR WORK. ” 


the tight-fisted Northerner | am, this in Itself is saying a lot. 

Flickr offers many things, but at heart, its a place to store 
your photographs. Once uploaded, you can caption them, blog 
them, add floating Notes onto the top, sort and re-organise 
them into specific sets (which can produce a slideshow with a 
single click) and tag them with descriptive terms. 

These move Flickr into its second key feature — photo 
sharing. Rather than simply leaving your collection gathering 
dust, other users of the system can search for images by tags 
of interest — signs, or Toronto or whatever else; a big Tags 
board listing the most popular of the moment. Depending on 
how open youre being, with options to limit access and 
downloads to just yourself, friends and family, or let everybody 
in on the action, they can then add their own tags to your 
images, or download the high-resolution originals under a 
Creative Commons licence of your choice. 

The pitch is impressive, but its the freedom that really 
Stands out. Flickr never gets in your way. Want to use an 
image on your website? Flickr not only includes full support for 
all the main blogging tools, it provides a choice of image sizes 
and generates the linking code for you. You get the image 
itself as a standard JPEG — no watermarking, no branding, no 
mess, no fuss and no bandwidth limitations — the only real 
restriction is that it has to link back to the Flickr page. 

It's all these little touches that make the difference. At no 
point do you feel that Flickr is trying to seize control over your 
work, or lock it tightly away in its own walled garden. It's a 
commercial service, but one that follows every single rule that 


S 


criticisms from the Los Angeles Times that the range has driven the sector forward, from 
popularity of the iPod could wane. The paper geek accessory to mainstream must-have. 
suggested that the iPod might become the Its compatibility with PCs as well as Macs 
Rubik's Cube of the 21st Century — a fad accounts for almost a quarter of Apple's sales. 


the Internet stands for — the free exchange of information 
through technology, and the technology never getting in the 
way. From RSS feeds for every tag in the system, enabling 
every reader to keep you up to date with pictures that interest 
you, to built-in moblogging for uploading via emails or 
cameraphones, the system simply works. And better still, it 
works in a sleek, friendly way that still takes the time to greet 
you with a Hola or GDay every time you log in. 

If only everything felt so good to use. If only social 
networking services such as Tribe and Orkut would drop their 
walls, rather than mistaking ‘social’ for ‘existing members’. If 
only Bloglines would expand on its Clip-to-Blog feature, rather 
than asking everyone to store everything in their own on-site 
journal. | dont know about you, but | don’t need another one. 

The beauty of the Internet is that you have the luxury of 
picking and choosing the services you want to use. Theres no 
reason to stick around on one message board, simply because 
it has a couple of people you want to chat to — instant 
messaging fills the gap. You dont need to rely on Amazon for 
your online purchases, when the likes of eBay are one click 
away. Where most services go wrong in this respect is to 
obsess over their own branding and ever-growing portals — 
trying to lock users into using them for everything from 
blogging to breathing. It never works. Ironically, Flickr itself 
provides the perfect example of why — its excellent photo 
sharing tools sitting next to some amazingly quiet forums 
where people simply havent been bothered to fire up all their 
old discussions on yet another platform. In this instance, it 
doesn't actually matter. Unlike those social networking services 
(slowly learning from their mistakes — with Tribe.net notably 
becoming more and more like a Craigslist site with each 
passing update) theres something else on offer that people 
actually want to use. 

No one site will ever be able to match the freedom of 
choice that the Internet as a whole provides. Google offers 
the perfect example. It may have a jaw-dropping number 
of features, but Gmail doesn't expect you to use the search 
engine, and Picasa is a perfectly usable image browser even 
if you've never touched Blogger. The fact that they're all under 
one roof Is a red herring — they work because they do. 

Services such as Flickr are the logical next step. They're 
highly honed services that do what they do damn well, while 
giving the end user the opportunity to take things further — 
interoperating with other services, releasing APIs to create third- 
party applications and more. Most will never, ever have any 
need for them, but that’s not the point. It's when dealing with Richard Cobbett 
this, often the most technical, imaginative part of the market, _"ichard.cobbett@futurenet.co.uk 
that such services find the potential to pull the entire industry Riciardiecnerlty elere OBE 
up to the next level. And if they remain usable to us mere on the other side of the camera. 
mortals, well, you wont hear us complaining... No prizes for guessing why... 





teve Jobs defended the pop-culture status plaything and nothing more. Hard disk MP3 
of the iPod mini this month, fending off players were a PC invention, but the iPod 
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Torrent on IV 


(or Bittorrent, Peer to Peer (P2P) networks, the Beeb and the rise of online show-swapping) 


he recent BBC2 documentary ‘The Power 

of Nightmares’ was a big hit in the USA - 
even though it hasn't been broadcast there. 
Because PC owners recorded it to their hard 
drives and shared it on the Bittorrent 
network, Americans were able to download 
and watch every episode. 

The Power of Nightmares isn’t the only 
programme being swapped. Sites such as 
Digital Distractions (www.digitaldistractions. 
org) provide episodes of everything from The 
Prisoner’ to ‘101 Embarrassing Sexual 
Accidents’, while bloggers are using RSS 
enclosures to embed Bittorrent links in their 
site feeds.. According to research firm 
CacheLogic, Bittorrent now accounts for a 
Staggering 35 per cent of all Internet traffic, 
and TV shows represent a growing proportion 
of Bittorrent bandwidth. 

The appeal is obvious. Let’s say you're a 
fan of the US cop show NYPD Blue, which is 
currently in its twelfth series in the US. 
Channel 4 has yet to broadcast series 10, 
and only the first two series are available on 
DVD. You could wait three years for Channel 4 
to catch up with the US or a decade for the 
DVDs - or you could download the whole lot 
from Bittorrent in a matter of hours instead. 
Other regular Bittorrent users are 
downloading cult TV programmes, while still 
others are getting hold of bizarre game 
shows from Japan. 


Beating Bittorrent? 

Unfortunately such downloading is almost 
always illegal. As legal expert Struan 
Robertson of Out-Law.com explains: “It would 
only be lawful if the material was authorised 
for downloading by the copyright owner, or 
where the copyright had expired,” he says. 
“So in most cases it won't be lawful.” 

Surely it’s OK to download or swap BBC 
programmes? The answer, it seems, is still 
no. “You are not getting a broadcast from the 
BBC,” Robertson says. “You are getting a copy 
of a broadcast - and you're then making a 
copy of a copy. If you have a TV-tuner card 
and record a programme for your own 
viewing, there is unlikely to be any problem. 
But transferring that programme to another 
device involves making a copy — and that 
copy will be an infringement.” 

Sharing of programmes puts the BBC in an 


=> Maxtor has announced that it’s 


hard disks from three to five years, a 


of storage onto a single disk layer. 
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increasing the warranty on its enterprise 


testament (it says) to their “quality and 
reliability”. Seagate has also announced a 
five-year warranty for its 400GB Barracuda 
7200.8 model, which reportly packs 133GB 





By downloading the latest episodes from the US, Bittorent show swappers demonstrate the effectiveness of a 
P2P-based delivery system. Such a system, however, infringes broadcast copyrights and is illegal. 


interesting position, because as a public 
service broadcaster its job is to get its 
programmes to a wide audience — but it also 
has to respect copyrights. As BBC spokesman 
Chris Charlton admits, “There is not an official 
BBC policy in place for how we deal with 
Situations such as this.” However, “we don't 
condone the illegal file-sharing because of 
the infringement of copyright.” 

That doesn’t mean the BBC is against file 
sharing, though: it sees the technology as a 
possible solution to the high bandwidth costs 
involved in Internet broadcasting. “The BBC 
has recently undertaken a technical trial of 
the Interactive Media Player to legally 
distribute a selection of our TV and radio 
programmes to an audience of around 1,000 
people,” Charlton explains. “Peer to peer 
networking isn’t inherently illegal, and [could] 
allow us to make our content available to a 
wide audience [...] efficiently and cost- 
effectively using digital rights management 
(DRM) to protect content rights.” 


=}-AMD has announced the launch of its 
Mobile Sempron 3000+ processor in an 
attempt to grab a bigger slice of a laptop 
market dominated by Intels Pentium M. Like 
the desktop Sempron, the 32-bit /54-pin chip 
features AMD's enhanced virus protection or 
‘NX’ technology (enabled by Windows XP 
Service Pack 2) is clocked at 1.8GHz. 


For organisations such as the BBC, DRM 
isn't an attempt to crack down on users’ 
rights; rather, it’s a way to solve the thorny 
issue of broadcasting rights. For example, in 
the case of the Olympics the BBC only had 
the rights to broadcast its coverage in the UK; 
other news organisations had the broadcast 
rights in other countries. Unfortunately, illegal 
file sharing couldn't care less about such 
rights, which means broadcasters must move 
quickly to offer legal alternatives. The BBC is 
attempting to do just that: the Interactive 
Media Player will enable users to download 
entire programmes for up to seven days after 
transmission, and the BBC Creative Archive 
will, as Charlton explains, “offer users access 
to the BBC's back catalogue of audio and 
video programmes for non-commercial use. 
Users can keep the extracts, manipulate 
them and share them with others.” Both 
services are due to launch in early 2005. 

— Gary Marshall 










Internet Explorer market j 
share: 88.9% (-5% ) 


Data from OneStat.com 








GRAPHICS 


ATI dumps X800 for 
improved X85 


BUSINESS "m oo 





We can show you the latest 


graphics technology, but you y 


can't always buy it 


ustomers who 

hoped to get hold of 
one of ATi’s (www..ati.com) new 
Radeon X800s this Christmas 
will probably have been 
disappointed, as demand for the 
AGP and PCI Express graphics 
cards has exceeded supply. The 
limited availability of the X800, 
especially the XT version, has 
led to some system builders 
being unable to fulfil orders for 
their top-of-the-range systems. 
One look at the Dabs.com 
listings shows that the X800XT, 
X800XT PE and even the X800 
Pro cards are thin on the ground. 

In fact, the old Radeon X800 
series is dead. You might still find 
the odd one lingering on virtual 
web shelves, but there's little 
point buying one. Instead, ATi has 
revamped its R420 architecture to 
create the new R480 X850 range. 
This promises to offer everything 
that the X800 cards did, but with 
the bonus that you might actually 
be able to buy one. Three 130nm 
PCI-E versions of the X850 will hit 
the shelves in January. The top- 
of-the-range graphics card is the 
16 pipeline 540MHz-clocked 
X850XT Platinum Edition card 
(£290/$549) by the slightly 
slower and cheaper 520MHz 16- 
pipe X850XT (£263/$499). The 
520MHz-clocked X850 Pro 
(£211/$399) provides greater 






a mass-market 


choice, as it offers 
them the option 12- 
pipeline performance. 

Did we say the X800 series 
was dead? Let's say ‘mostly 
dead’. The hard-to-find X800 Pro 
survives, to be joined by two 
new single-slot PCI-E R430 
cards, both 110nm spins on the 
company’s old and retail-shy 
130nm R420 cards. The X800XL 
(£184/$349) is clocked at 
400MHz, but it looks the most 
interesting, featuring 16-pipe 
performance for less than £200. 
Lastly, the 400MHz X800 
(£131/$249) has 12 pixel pipes. 
Optimised silicon and new 
power management features 
give the X800/X850 ranges a 
broad and powerful feel. AGP 
users haven't been forgotten 
either. ATi is reportedly readying 
a bridge chip, dubbed Rialto, to 
force backwards compatibility for 
non-PCl Express owners. 

— Dean Evans 
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The ATi Radeon X800XT, X800XT PE, 
and even the X800 Pro cards are scarce. 
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Dell has agreed to back ‘off the shelf’ Novell SuSE Linux on selected PowerEdge servers. 


Linux gets a major 
boost from Dell 


Dell has agreed to offer fully supported ‘off-the-shelf’ Linux 
SuSE Enterprise Server 9 on it's PowerEdge servers 


n what IT industry analysts 

herald as one of the biggest 
boosts for Linux this year, Dell 
has announced that it has 
certified Novell’s SuSE Linux 
Enterprise Server 9 for global 
distribution on a selection of its 
PowerEdge servers. 

The agreement means that 
Dell will offer a fully supported 
‘off the shelf Linux server 
platform on its PowerEdge 1850, 
2800 and 2850 servers. The OS 
will be bundled with the servers 
at the time of purchase. 

A joint service agreement 
between the two companies 
provides customers with the 
same support for SuSE Linux 
Enterprise Server 9 as all other 
operating systems ,Dell said. 

Dell Services will deliver a 
single point of contact for 
customers’ support priced at £95 
per single-CPU server annual 
maintenance subscription and 
£145 for a dual CPU subscription, 

“This announcement aligns 
with Gartner's prediction that 
SuSE Linux will take a larger 
share of the expanding Linux 
market. Dell has historically taken 
a methodical approach to the 


introduction of new technologies, 
based on careful assessments of 
markets and volume 
opportunities,” said George 
Weiss, vice president of Gartner. 
“Its decision to rely more 
heavily on Novell/SuSE likely 
reflects strong customer pressure 
for a SuSE alternative, and 
concerns about the potential loss 
of business to competitors such 
as IBM and Hewlett-Packard.” 
Linda York, vice president of 
global alliances marketing in 
Dell's Product Group, said that 
loading SuSE Linux on its 
servers was designed to target 
customers deploying Linux for 
the first time or replacing 
proprietary UNIX-based systems. 
“The two distributors have 
different strategies, skill sets, 
target markets and foundation 
technologies, and may design 
their support contracts in very 
different ways. By evaluating 
both distributors — and by 
including Dell as a server option 
— enterprises may also realise 
higher cost-savings from Linux 
subscription support and 
competitive pricing,” Weis added. 
— Robert Jaques 


=> No sooner has Dixons publicy 
abandoned the VCR, than Microsoft is 
pushing the advantage of Media Center PCs. 
“Windows Media Center is the next 


generation of home entertainment,” says 
Joel Davis, Windows Client Business Group. 
Nice try. But with a Media Center Pc costing 
£900, a £150 DVD recorder is a better bet. 


=} Don't assume that it will just be Google and 
Microsoft contesting the impending ‘search 
wars’. Yahoo! has bought up Internet email 
company Stata Labs, which has developed a 
mail mangement and search client called 
Bloomba. Speculation is rife that Yahoo! plans 
to use the technology in a Gmail-rivalling email 
service of its Own. 


=> Lycos is taking the fight to the spammers 
— in legally dubious form — with the launch 
of a new screensaver designed to bombard 
spam sites with access requests. If it's 
successful, it promises a lot more traffic on 
the — already creaking — Internet that will 
be lucky to annoy targets, never mind 
persuading them to go away. 





PCPlus 225 | January 2005 e 





Microsoft extends 





IP protection 


Protects end-users against getting their asses sued... 


Mi=“ has extended the Sales, Marketing and Services ide area wireless 
scope of its end-user Group at Microsoft said: broadband based 
intellectual property (IP) protection “Customers should recognize that on the 802.16 or 
policy beyond volume licensing this coverage is not automatic, WiMAX standard is 
customers to cover millions of and if provided, will be spelled catching up rapidly 
extra users of its software. out by a corporate policy...” with DSL and cable 
This protection, dubbed — Robert Jaques modem use, according 


‘intellectual property 
indemnification’, protects 
end-users against expensive 
legal costs and damage 
claims arising from patent or 
other intellectual property 
disputes. The policy change 
will extend to cover all end- 
users of Windows Server, 
SQL Server and Exchange 
Server, Microsoft Office and 
the Windows client software: 
“Intellectual property 
indemnification is important 
and companies should ask 
their providers to be specific 
about the coverage,” said Al 
Gillen, research director for 
System Software at IDC. 
Kevin Johnson, group vice 
president of the Worldwide 


PLUS SS 


Sun always shines for free 
Solaris 10 downloads 


Sun launches version 10 of it’s operating system and promises to 





provide a free download for numerous systems 
Se Microsystems has kit that aims to identify 


unveiled Solaris 10: the deeply embedded operating 
latest version of its flagship glitches, and a technology 


operating system and which the firm dubs 

promised that full ‘Predictive Self Healing’ to 

commercial-class versions automatically find and heal 

of the platform for SPARC, both application and 

Intel x86, AMD64 and hardware flaws. 

EM64T systems will be In response to the fast- 

offered for free download growing popularity of Linux, 

at the start of 2005. Sun has added a Linux 
Features in Solaris 10 Application Environment 

include the introduction of (previously code named 


Sun's DTrace diagnostic tool Project Janus) that allows 








=> From the ‘bizarre press release’ corner 
comes domain seller Sedo, claiming that its 
recent purchase of ‘domain.co.uk’ will 
“energize the .co.uk market”. If you've been 
holding off, desperate for a random 
company you've never heard of to register a 
new domain name -— wait no longer! Clearly, 
only now can it reach its true potential. 
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Microsoft has extended its IP protection to 
millions of extra customers, says Kevin Johnson. 





=> Kazaa is again in court, with Sharman 
Networks desperately trying to persuade a 
judge that its software is for more than just 
sharing ripped music, and a music executive 
trying to prove Kazaa’ entire business is based 
on piracy. The case looks to take up the next 
month, although after the recent cases, it’s just 
the first step on the way to a round of appeals. 


WiMAX catching 
up with DSL 





Only cable modems and DSL connections are more popular 


to industry experts 
who predict the 
technology is set to 
become the third-most 
popular Internet access 


Technologies senior 
analyst at analyst firm Yankee, 
said that Internet service 
providers have found a ‘sweet 
spot’ for WiMAX broadband 
wireless access. It will be 
specifically targeted at rural 
markets, where current wired 
infrastructures are unsuppported 
A newly released WiMAX study 
from Yankee Group predicted that 
falling WiMAX equipment costs 
are set to significantly increase 
the access technology's mass- 






















Sun’s latest OS, Solaris 10, 
will be made available for 
free download. 


Solaris 10 Operating System 


Solaris to execute native 
Linux code without the need 
for recompilation. 

Although the operating 
system will be offered for 
free, Sun will continue to 
charge for a wide range of 
additional services and 4. 
support packages. 2 
— Robert Jaques 





=>-A report from research group Gartner 
indicates that Microsoft has taken the lead 
in the PDA market for the first time. Figures 
pegged Windows CE- or Windows Mobile 
2003-powered devices with a 48 per cent 
market share, compared to PalmSource’s 30 
per cent slice. RIM's Blackberry OS grew by a 
massive 356 per cent to take third place. 





technology method. j k 
Lindsay Schroth, WiMAX wireless broadband is rapidly emerging as the third 
Broadband Access internet access technology after cable modem and DSL. 


market appeal. This can only 
accelerate its roll-out. 

“We don't expect to see a 
significant price decline until 
2006. Yet the largest impact on 
WiMAX market acceptance will be 
when silicon is embedded in 
portable devices, such as laptops, 
removing any upfront investment 
in CPE. This will likely happen in 
2007 when 802.16e silicon is 
produced,” Schroth added. 

— Robert Jaques 
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Visual Studio .NET, 

C# Builder or another C# 
development tool, the 
MS C# compiler, the .NET 
1.1 framework. 


=) http://forum.pcplus.co.uk 
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CH 


Part Three 


We add more 
properties to our 
panel and explore its 
potential in finished 
applications 





This month Huw Collingbourne adds rollover images to his panel 
and explains how to debug a user control from inside Visual Studio 


ver the past couple of months we've been 
© programming a custom control to implement a 

collapsible panel. This enables you to drop other 
controls onto it at design time just like a regular panel. 
However, it also has a special ‘control button’ which can 
be clicked in order to collapse the panel along with all the 
controls it contains out of sight. This month we'll put the 
finishing touches on this control to improve its 
appearance and give it extra design time features. 


Before we get down to the business of adding new features, 
theres one existing feature that has to be given a slight 
makeover. After using my control a few times, | noticed that 
its button seemed oddly prominent when the panel was in 
the collapsed state. In particular, when the focus was on 
some other control, the control button appeared to be 
surrounded by a thick border. After some thought, | realised 
that this was due to the fact that, when collapsed, the 
panels border surrounded that of the button. | therefore 
decided that | would need to recode the control to turn the 
panels border off when collapsed and turn it on again when 
expanded. This has been done in the timers tick event- 
handler, ‘timerl_Elapsed()’, which you'll find in the 
‘CollapseControl.cs’ unit of the TestCtrl2.sIn solution. This sets 
the panels BorderStyle property to ‘BorderStyle None’, when 
collapsed and to ‘_defaultBorderStyle’ when expanded. Here 
_defaultBorderStyle is a variable which stores the BorderStyle 
property at the time the control first becomes visible. This is 
done in the CollapsiblePanel_VisibleChanged() method. This 
same method also turns off the panel border if the panel is 
collapsed initially. 

One consequence of removing the panels border when 
collapsed is that we no longer need to calculate a ‘padding’ 
value to take account of the width of the pixels used in the 
panels border when collapsed. For that reason, our 
CollapsedHeight property now returns the height of the 
button with no account taken of the panel. 


Expanded 





When the mouse passes over the panel's control button, the 
background image of the button changes to produce a ‘rollover’ 
effect similar to rollover buttons widely used in web pages. 


El Rollover buttons Up to now, the control button on our 
panel has been of the plain text-only variety. You might 
prefer to have a graphic button — either one which displays 
a single graphic image or one that has ‘rollover’ behaviour, 
which changes the image when the mouse passes over it. 
Rollover buttons are commonplace in web pages. With a little 
effort, similar behaviour can be added to the control button 
on our panel. We created a standalone rollover button control 
in a previous C# Workshop, so we can adapt the code from 
that in order to provide rollover behaviour for the button in 
our CollapsiblePanel control. 

First, lets take a look at the original rollover button control. 
We've included the RolloverButton project in the TestCtrl2.sln 
solution long with the TestAppButton project, which contains 
three RolloverButton controls. In order to run this application, 
select the TestAppButton branch in the ‘Solution Explorer’ panel, 
right-click and either select ‘Debug’, ‘Start New Instance to run it 
once or ‘Set As Startup Project’ to run it as the default project 
whenever you press [F5]. As you can see, each of the three 
buttons on this form has an ‘Up, a ‘Down’ and an ‘Over’ state. 


A Adding image properties To understand how this 
works, turn to the Design page of UserControll.cs. Note the 
imageList control at the bottom of the workspace. Select this 
and click the ellipsis button alongside its Images property. 
This displays the Image Collection Editor. In this you will see 
that three bitmaps have been loaded with indexes from 0 to 
2. These bitmaps have previously been created in a graphics 
application and have been loaded into the imageList using 
the Add’ Button of the Collection Editor. Close the editor and 
turn to the code unit of UserControll.cs. 

Note that we have added a ‘Roller Images’ category 
which has the properties, ‘BtnUp’, ‘BtnDown’ and ‘BtnOver’. 
These are used to get or set the bitmaps from index ‘0’ to ‘2’ 
in the imageList. When a new bitmap Is specified, its added 
at the appropriate index to the imageList. The default image, 
BtnUp, is also placed in the background image of the control: 
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This application makes use of several CollapsiblePanel controls. 
We have adjusted the properties of each panel to set different 
fonts and colours and display graphics in some of the buttons. 





So what is C#? 


Microsoft's latest, most innovative programming 
language to date. Not simply a rehash of C++; it 


provides unprecedented control over Microsoft 


Windows and your own modern programs. 
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if (imageListl.Images.Count > 0) 


{ 
imageListl.Images[0] = value; 
this.BackgroundImage = value; 


} 


When you create a browsable image property, you'll be able 
to load new images from disk with the help of the Properties 
panel. To see this, view the Design page of FormL.cs in the 





O Stretching the images By default, any graphic that's 
assigned to the Backgroundimage property is tiled onto the 
control. Often you might prefer the image to be stretched to 
fill the entire control. You would think that we would only 


Adding design time features 


Use this simple trick to make your control behave itself in your IDE's form designer 


As we've pointed out, the controls that 
you place onto a form in the design 
workspace aren't just static shapes. 
They are, in fact, active, running objects. 
It is true that most of the behaviour that 
you code into a control is intended for 
runtime only. The obvious exceptions 
are the browsable properties (and 
possibly events too). In our 
CollapsiblePanel control, for instance, 
we have a number of properties which 
change the appearance of the panel and 
its control button at design time as well 
as runtime. Of course, it is not always 
desirable that a control behaves in 


precisely the same way at both runtime 
and design time. For example, you 
might have a property that executes 
some time-consuming calculations or 
graphics operations. It’s, in fact, pretty 
simple to code different behaviour for 
the two modes. You can see an example 
of this in our Expand property: 


if (this.DesignMode) 
CtrlBtn.Text = “This control 
is expanded in the designer!”; 
else 

CtriBtn.Text = 
BtnTextExpanded; 


TestAppButton project. Select one of the controls and click 
the ellipsis button next to one of the properties in the 
RollOver Images category. This displays a dialog which you 
can use to load new images. We've already done this to the 
first and third controls on this form. 


E A rollover control button We have taken the features 
of our standalone RolloverButton control and adapted them 
for use with the CollapsiblePanel control. The Up, Down and 
Over states have been given their own properties, grouped 
beneath a new category, ‘Control Button Images’. The BtnUp 
property has been renamed to ‘BtnDefault’, simply so it 
appears at the top of the category group when sorted 
alphabetically. Note that an additional test for null values has 
been added to the set accessors. This is to ensure that an 
exception is not produced if a null value is passed. 

We've also added an assignment statement to the 
constructor method, CollapsiblePanel(), to ensure that the 
default image is displayed even in the form designer. It may 
seem odd that we need to program design-time behaviour 
in our code. It is tempting to think that the control's code Is 
only executed at runtime. In fact, the control is ‘run’ even in 
the designer. Obviously, the behaviour of a control at runtime 
and design time is different (see the box-out below). Even so, 
you must bear in mind that the controls in the design 
environment are ‘active and may execute some of your code. 


CH 





Huw Collingbourne 
huw.collingbourne @futurenet.co.uk 


Huw Collingbourne programs 

C#, Delphi, Java and Prolog 

but still hasn't worked out how to 
program his video recorder 


When you drop a Collapsible Panel control onto a 
form, its properties appear in the Properties panel. 
The items in the ‘Control Button Images’ category 
let you alter the button’s background image. 


Remember that you need to 
install our custom control 
before you can compile any of 
the applications in this month's 
column. We suggest that you 
do this by first creating a new 
tab in your IDE's Toolbox (in 
Visual Studio, right-click the 
Toolbox and Select ‘Add Tab’). 
Next, install the control you 
require. To do this, right-click 
the Toolbox and select ‘Add/ 
Remove Items’ then click the 
‘Browse’ button. Now locate 
the DLL of the control, which 
will be in the \bin\debug 
subdirectory. Once you click 
the ‘Open’ button you should 
see the control 
(CollapsiblePanel) listed and 
checked in the .NET Framework 
Components dialog. Click ‘OK’ 
to install it. You can also install 
other versions of the control, if 
you wish. The version which 
we coded last month, for 
example, is found in the file, 
TestCtrl.dll. If you wish to 
compare the new version with 
this old version, you will need 
to install that control too. Once 
installed, the controls will 
appear on your new tab and 
can be dragged onto a form in 
the visual designer just like 
any standard control. 


Each .NET component has a Boolean 
DesignMode property which is ‘True’ if 
the component is currently running in 
the form designer and ‘False’, if it is 
running in an application. When you set 
the Expand property in the Properties 
panel, the control button will display 
“This control is expanded in the 
designer!”. When it's expanded and 
contracted in a running application, it 
displays the string specified by the 
BtnTextExpanded property. While this is 
a fairly trivial example, the same 
technique can equally be used to add 
all kinds of design time features. E 








Here the text on the buttons in 
the form designer differs from 
the text that will actually appear 
at runtime. 
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You may wish to add many 
more properties to our Custom 
Panel. For example, you could 
add an image to the control 
button in addition to the 
BackgroundImage. An image 
might be used to display a 
special symbol, such as an LED 
graphic which would be 
changed when the panel is 
expanded or contracted. You 
could also experiment with 
different placements for the 
button. For instance, you could 
have an option to align it at 
the bottom, left or right of the 
panel and have the panel itself 
scroll upwards or to one side 
of the button. 


Now for something completely 
different... 





Here we are debugging the 
control in one instance of Visual 
Studio and testing it on an 
application in another instance. 
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need to assign the buttons Size property to the existing 








If you find that changes to your 
control don’t appear when it is 
used, you may need to delete 
some files. 


Backgroundimagess Size property in order to make the image 
fill the button. Unfortunately, if you try to do this, the compiler 
refuses to do its job, as the Size property is read-only. Theres 
a sneaky way around this problem, however. When you 
create a bitmap object, you can specify a size as the second 
argument to Its constructor A bitmap can be assigned to an 
image. So all we need to do is to create a new bitmap object 
from the buttons Backgroundlmage, giving it the size of the 
button. Then, we assign this bitmap to the buttons 
Backgroundlmage: 


Bitmap myBitmap = new Bitmap (img, btn.Size); 
btn.BackgroundImage = (Image) myBitmap; 


The StretchlmageToBtn() method is called in CollapsiblePanel_ 
VisibleChanged() to display the image stretched or tiled on 
Start-up. It's also called by the three mouse event-handlers 
that deal with the buttons mouse ‘Enter’, ‘Leave’, ‘Down’ and 
‘Up’ events. For example, this is the code in RollBtnControl_ 
MouseDown(): 


if (ShowImages) 





Stretched Image 


The graphic in the top button is displayed at its original size 
‘tiled’ across the button. By changing a single property, we have 
stretched the same graphic to fill the bottom button. 


code fragment above, you will see that it includes this test 
before it calls the code to display an image: 


if (ShowImages) 


Here, ‘Showlmages’ is the name of another custom property. 


{ 


StretchImageToBtn( this.BtnDown, CtrlBtn, 


StretchImage) ; 


} 


Here, the value of the first argument is the image returned by 
the BtnDown property. The second argument is the button 
whose Backgroundlmage is to be set and the third argument 
is the Boolean value returned by the Stretchlmage property 
which has been set by the user via the Properties panel. 


H Turning off images Just because the button can now 
display images, you may not want it to. IF you look at the 


Its a Boolean property, which the user can set at design 


time. When its ‘True, the Backgroundlmage is drawn on the 


button, when its ‘False’ the Backgroundlmage is set to null. 
Before any attempt is made to draw the image the value of 
Showlmages is tested and only if itS true is the image drawn. 


That brings us neatly to the end of this project. We now 
have a custom collapsible panel onto which other controls 
can be dropped. The speed and smoothness of the scrolling 
can be adjusted by setting properties and the appearance, 
font, colour and background image can all be customised at 


design time. There are, of course, many features that you 


How to debug a control 


Follow our instructions to find out how to set breakpoints to debug a control 


One of the problems you'll find when 
developing controls is that they may 
execute code both at design time and at 
runtime. For example, in our 
CollapsiblePanel control, the Expand 
property will dynamically alter the 
control's size in the form designer when 
you change the property in the 
Properties Panel. This is because the 
code in the Expand property actually 
executes at design time. This poses the 
problem of debugging code, but try this 
trick: run Visual Studio twice. One 
instance should be the control project 
and another a test application. 


First create an ordinary windows 
application — let's call it TestProj.sin. 
Save it. Use the New Project wizard to 
create an ‘Empty Project’ or ‘Blank 
Solution’. Now add your existing control 
project. Select File | Add Project | 
Existing Project. Browse to the project 
file, such as CollapseCtrl.csproj and click 
‘Open’. The Solution Explorer should 
show CollapseCtrl. You now need to 
create a second instance of the Visual 
Studio environment for debugging the 
application control. Do this by selecting 
Project | Properties | Configuration 
Properties | Debugging. Set Debug 


could add, but even as it stands our CollapsiblePanel control 
makes a useful alternative to the ubiquitous tab. PCP 


Mode to ‘Program’ and click the ‘Apply’ 
button. Now set the program to the 
development environment, Devenv.exe. 
Finally, in the ‘Command Line’ 
arguments field, enter the full path to 
the test project which you created 
earlier. For example, this might be: C:\ 
MyProjects \TestProj\TestProj.sin 

Now, in the instance of the IDE 
containing the control project, place 
breakpoints wherever you want to 
pause execution. In our project you 
might place a breakpoint on this 
assignment of the Expand property: 
Press F5 and try changing it. E 
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A NET compatible C# 
development system 


HE Direct3D Tutorial ? - Vertices 





Rather than create a vertex 
array, the three triangle vertices 
are individually created and 
written to the graphics stream 
one at a time. 
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C++ 


Part Three 


Sound, animation 
and more 








This month, Dave Jewell wraps up vertex buffers and gets to grips 
with animation techniques and sound playback in DirectX 


his month is a first for PC Plus: a C++ column 
aD containing lots of C* code! We continue our 

exploration of the latest version of DirectX from 
managed code, focusing on sound and animation. 
However, bowing to the inevitable, it’s all done using C* 


for the next couple of months. Please don’t blame us — 
blame Microsoft! 





Astute readers may have noticed that, last month, a slightly 
jaundiced and acerbic slant crept into our writing. Theres 
such a thing as flogging a dead horse and we've decided 
that managed C++ is well and truly deceased as far as 
DirectX is concerned. This month, we've decided not to waste 
any more of your time by trying to get managed C++ to 
cooperate with DirectX. Were sure Microsoft will get this 
working soon, but it definitely isnt there yet. We could 
re always make a brief foray into the 
BRE world of unmanaged C++ but, in our 
opinion, that’s looking to the past 
rather than the future. Instead, we've 
decided to be radical. For the next 
couple of months, this C++ workshop 
will be transmogrified into a ‘stealth’ C# 
workshop. At least, this way, we get to 
use DirectX properly and, like we said, 
Microsoft will doubtless iron out all the 
problems with DirectX and managed 
(++ in due course, most likely when 
VS.NET 2005 is released. 


El Vertex buffers revisited Lets 
take a look at the second Microsoft 
tutorial where we left off last month. 
You'll remember that we got stuck at 
the point where we were trying to 
write the vertex information to the 
stream. Heres the same code again, this time its working 
and is rewritten in C*: 


public void OnCreateVertexBuffer (object sender, 
EventArgs e) 


{ 


VertexBuffer vb = (VertexBuffer) sender; 
vb.Lock (0, 0, 0); 
CustomVertex.TransformedColored cvl = 


(150, 50, 


GraphicsStream stm = 


new CustomVertex.TransformedColored 
0.5f, 1, Color.Red.ToArgb()); 
CustomVertex.TransformedColored cv2 = 
new CustomVertex.TransformedColored (250, 250, 
0.5f, 1, Color.Green.ToArgb () ); 
CustomVertex.TransformedColored cv3 = 

new CustomVertex.TransformedColored 
0.5f, 1, Color.Cyan.ToArgb()); 


stm.Write (cv1); 


stm.Write (cv2); 
stm.Write (cv3); 
vb.Unlock() ; 


} 


As you can see, the code obtains a reference to the vertex 
buffer passed via the sender argument. This is then locked 
to retrieve a GraphicsStream reference. Next, the three 
vertices are created using the variables cvl, cv2 and cv3. 
(Microsoft's original code used an array to hold all three 
vertices, but we pulled this apart in the hope of converting 
it to C++, and we prefer calling the vertex constructor rather 
than having lots of tiny assignments to each field of the 
vertex structure.) Finally, the vertices are written to the 
stream and the vertex buffer is unlocked. 

If youre wondering what all those parameters do in the 
vertex constructor calls, heres a quick rundown: the first three 
parameters specify the x, y and z coordinates of each vertex. 
The next parameter is a floating point value that represents 
the Reciprocal Homogenous W (RHW) component of the 
vertex, and the final parameter specifies the colour of the 
vertex. Got that? We're not absolutely sure what the RHW 
does, but suffice it to say that it relates to depth comparisons 
in 3D scenes. 


A Understanding the TransformedColored vertex 
Another question you may have relates to this 
TransformedColored business. What exactly does it mean? A 
TransformedColored vertex is one that's coloured (obviously) 
but, more importantly, is defined using transformed 
coordinates. Because Direct3D is a 3D drawing system, you'll 
appreciate that, before being displayed, the x, y, z 
coordinates of any point in space have to be transformed 
according to the position of the observer and the distance 
from the scene being viewed. For example, as the observer 
moves closer, an object will appear to get larger. When we 
create a TransformedColored vertex, were telling the Direct3D 
system that the coordinates of this vertex are already 
transformed, or, to put it another way, we dont want any 
transformations applied to them. In other words, were taking 
complete responsibility for where each vertex appears on the 
screen. Io see how this contrasts with the vertices needed 
for a simple animation, let's inspect the third of Microsoft's 
tutorials. As before, we have a coloured triangle on a blue 
background. This time, however, rather than using 
TransformedColored vertices, we've used PositionColored 
vertices. These vertices use untransformed coordinates, 
which means that they'll be transformed later on in order to 
create the animation effect. 

Like the other Microsoft tutorials studied thus far, the 
program consists of a loop that continually calls the forms 
Render method. Each time the Render routine executes, it 
calls another routine, SetupMatrices. The SetupMatrices 
routine is at the heart of what makes the animation work. 


C++ 





So what is C++? 


The most established programming language 
around, C++ is at the core of almost every 
program you use. Not the easiest to get into, but 
mastering it will put any program within grasp. 


Dave Jewell 
djewell@pcpmag.co.uk 


Dave is a freelance journalist, 
consultant and programmer who's 
written several programming books 
and thousands of technical articles 


ag Direct3D Tutorial 3 - Matrices 


This triangle rotates around the vertical axis, and is achieved by 
rotating the world matrix each time the triangle is rendered. 


private void SetupMatrices () 

{ 

int iTime = Environment.TickCount % 1000; 

float fAngle = iTime * (2.0f£ * (float)Math.PI) 
/ 1000508; 

device.Transform.World = Matrix.Rotationy ( 
fAngle ); 

device.Transform.View = Matrix.LookAtLH ( new 
Vector3( 0.0f, 3.0f,-5.0f ), new Vector3( 0.0f, 





what each line of code is doing here in the text. The code is 
designed to rotate the coloured triangle around the vertical 
(Y-axis), providing one complete rotation of the triangle every 
second. You'll see that it uses Environment.TickCount to 
retrieve the current time in ‘ticks’. Each of these ticks 
corresponds to one millisecond (ms), so the code starts off 
by taking the ‘mod’ of the tick count. In other words, iTime 
ends up as an integer variable between 0 and 999. This is 
important because the ‘barefoot’ tick count can be quite high 
— it represents the number of ms that have elapsed since 
Windows was last restarted. As you can imagine, this 
number can quickly become extremely large. By normalising 
it with 1,000, the loss of precision that would otherwise result 
from floating point arithmetic is largely eliminated. Because 
1,000 ticks corresponds to a complete rotation (2p radians), 
we have to multiply the normalised tick count by 2p and 
divide by 1,000 to get the rotation angle in radians. 


E Manipulating the world matrix The clever bit comes 
with the assignment to the device property, Iransform.World. 
This property of the DirectX display device defines a ‘world 
matrix’ that can be used to globally transform all the 
coordinates that represent the current scene. In this case, 
were creating a new matrix using the static method 
RotationY of the Matrix class and assigning this to the world 
matrix. This has the effect of rotating the entire world around 
the Y-axis by the number of degrees specified. 

In a 3D scene, its also necessary to specify the view 


0.0f, OOF ), new Vectors ( 0.0f, 1.0f, 0.0f )); 
device.Transform.Projection = Matrix. 
PerspectiveFovLH( (float)Math.PI / 4, 1.0f, 


OERO OMODE; 


} 


We havent removed any code from this method, but we 
have removed Microsoft's lengthy comments. We'll explain 


matrix. This defines where the observer is located, and what 
direction he/she is looking in. This is taken care of by the 
assignment to the Transform.View property. The Matrix. 


LookAtLH method takes three vectors that specify three 
things: the precise x, y, z coordinates of where the observer 
is located (in this case, five units back along the z axis and 


Culling in a humane manner 


Techniques that improve rendering performance in complex 3D scenes 


If you examine the source code to the 
Tutorial3 program, you'll find strange 
statements in the OnResetDevice 
method. Here's one of them: 


// Turn off culling so we see 
the front and back of the 
triangle 


dev.RenderState.CullMode = 
Cull .None; 


We tried commenting out this statement 
just to see what would happen. If you 
try this and rerun the program, you'll 
find that, as the triangle spins around 


the Y-axis, it's visible while the front 
face is turned towards you, but as soon 
as the back of the triangle is due to 
appear, the triangle disappears 
completely, reappearing when the front 
face comes into view. This behaviour is 
consistent with the comment line that 
precedes the CullMode assignment, but 
what exactly is happening here? 

In order to make sense of this, we 
need to appreciate that a complex 
Direct3D scene could be made up of tens 
of thousands of triangle elements. 
Direct3D makes the assumption that 
most of the objects in a scene are solid. 


one unit up); it specifies in which direction the observer is 
looking (in this case, towards the origin); and the third 


This means that it can immediately 
ignore the back face of any triangles 
comprising a solid because the back 
faces are not visible. This simplifies the 
rendering calculations that need to be 
made, thus optimising performance. The 
technique is called ‘backface culling’ 
and is performed automatically by 
Direct3D. Culling is a word normally 
associated with poor furry seals being 
clubbed to death but, in this case, 
backface culling is a good thing. 
Because our spinning triangle stands in 
splendid isolation, we have to turn 
culling off to see the rear side. E 





If you're getting into serious 
game development using 
DirectX, there's one subject 
which, sooner or later, is going 
to rear its ugly head: physics. 
Like it or not, if you want to 
create realistic games where 
the various objects behave just 
like their counterparts, you're 
going to have to brush up not 
only on physics but all the 
maths that goes with it. This is 
true whether we're talking 
about something as simple as 
one billiard ball hitting another, 
or a far more complex scenario, 
such as a multi-car pile-up. 
Fortunately, there are a 
number of great physics 
textbooks around these days 
aimed specifically at the game 
developer. One of them, 
Physics for Game Developers 
by David M. Bourg, is 
published by O'Reilly and costs 
£20 from Amazon. Another 
useful book is Math for 3D 
Game Programming and 
Computer Graphics by Eric 
Lengyel, £33-50 from Amazon. 
The only negative aspect of 
this second book is that it 
concentrates on OpenGL, but 
the concepts you'll learn are 
equally applicable to DirectX. 





Any sort of complexity in a 
Direct3D scene uses clever 
behind-the-scenes techniques 
to improve performance. 
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As ever, the Microsoft 
newsgroups are a great source 
of help and support when 
you're first getting to grips 
with an unfamiliar technology. 
Managed DirectX is new (it 
didn’t exist before version 9) 
and, whereas everything 
seems to work well with C# 
and VB.NET, you'll be aware 
that our experiences with C++ 
haven't been so great! The 
best newsgroup at the 
moment for managed DirectX 
is microsoft.public.win32. 
programmer.directx.managed. 
Yes, it has ‘Win32’ as part of 
the newsgroup name but, 
trust us, the emphasis is on 
using managed DirectX from 
-NET applications. 


We'll wrap up this DirectX 
tutorial series by looking at 
meshes and consolidating 
what we've learned so far. 








This Microsoft demonstration 
shows how to create a 3D 
sound effect. The sound source 
rotates around the observer. 
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Craig Andera’s DirectX tutorial is 
one of the best around, and you 


can add your own material to 
what's already there. 


vector is used to designate which =] 
direction is ‘up’ from the observer's ii 
perspective (in this case, the Y-axis). 
Think of your eyeball rotating along 
the axis of the optic nerve and 
you'll see why this information is 
needed to render the scene. 

If you compare the original 
Microsoft source with what's on 
this months SuperDisc, you'll see 
that we've added a few lines of 
code to make the triangle look 
bigger (it was weedy to start with). 
We did this by changing the 
coordinates of the three triangle 
vertices. If you can't figure out 
what's happening here, just draw 
out the x, y coordinates of the 
vertices (z is always zero) on a 
piece of scrap paper and you'll 
soon understand how we made 
the triangle bigger. 

Of course, theres another way of 
increasing the apparent size of the 
triangle and this is to change the 


Direct3D Tutorial 3 - Matrices 





ae There are at least two ways of making objects appear larger. You can specify that you want 
observers viewpoint, moving closer bigger objects to begin with, or change the observer viewpoint to get closer to the action. 
to the triangle. If you want to get up 


close and personal with the rotating triangle, find the call to method of the Matrix class. Take a look at the 
Matrix.LookAtLH and change the first vector (the one that programming documentation for this class and you'll 
controls the observer viewpoint) to this: see that it contains an interesting method called 

RotationYawPitchRoll. If you know anything about flying 
new Vector3 (0.0f, 1.0f, -3.0£) aircraft, you'll suspect (rightly) that this enables you to 

rotate all three axes simultaneously. Iry replacing the 
There are other things we can do to our little spinning RotationY method with the (commented out) call to 
triangle demonstration. Thus far, we've been spinning it by — RotationYawPitchRoll, but don’t blame us if you end up 
rotating the triangle around the Y-axis with the RotationY feeling a little airsick! PCP 


Play it again, Sam! 


An introduction to the DirectSound system under managed DirectX 


These days, any self-respecting game namespace. Once you've got a device, SecondaryBuffer (filename, 
created with DirectX will have you can create a sound buffer that ApplicationDevice) ; 
background music in addition to sound stores the sound information you're 
effects. For this reason, DirectX includes going to play. In Microsoft's PlaySound All we need to start playing is to call the 
a sophisticated sound-playing system example, this is done by passing the Play method of the buffer object: 
called DirectSound. Among other things, device instance to the constructor of the 
this provides support for some very cool SecondaryBuffer class, like so: ApplicationBuffer.Play (0, 
effects, such as the ability to create a 3D BufferPlayFlags.Default) ; 
sound field. Device ApplicationDevice = new 

Playing a simple sound is relatively Device () ; SetCooperativeLevel tells the sound 
straightforward, and analogous to the ApplicationDevice. system that other applications are also 
Direct3D graphics we've looked at. SetCooperativeLevel (this, allowed to make sounds. If you forget to 
Instead of creating a display device, you CooperativeLevel.Priority) ; set a cooperative level before using 
create and work with a Device class SecondaryBuffer DirectSound, a runtime exception error 
from the Microsoft.DirectX DirectSound Applicationbuffer = new will occur. W 
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A copy of Delphi 7 


a Any files you need 
to complete this 
Masterclass are on 
this months SuperDisc 
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DELPHI 


Part Three 


Some useful 
techniques for 
using the TreeView 





It'S easy to move branches in a TreeView, but not so easy to copy 
them. Huw Collingbourne performs some advanced tree surgery 


he TreeView control provides an excellent means 
aD of manipulating data in the form of a branching 

hierarchy, and can be used to create everything 
from an Explorer-like file manager to a collapsible 
outliner for organising notes. The TreeView has a great 
deal of useful functionality built in, which makes it easy 
to add, delete and edit branches. It only takes a little 
programming to enable the user move branches by 
dragging them with the mouse, but while it's easy to 
move branches it’s not so easy to copy them. This is the 
problem that we will address in this month's column. 





Before we get to work on programming new functionality for 
the TreeView, lets take a look at the features that it provides 
as standard, or which can be coded using well-known 
techniques. Load the TreeView.dpr project from disk. This 
implements a very simple tree-structured outliner. We've 
supplied a data file, Recipes.otl, which you can open using 
the outliners File menu. To try out the essential features, 
select a branch and click the buttons to add a new item at 
the same level or indented beneath it (a ‘child’ branch). You 
can also insert, delete and indent or outdent branches. 
Most of these capabilities are supplied as standard by 
the Items property of the TreeView. The Items property is an 
object of the T TreeNodes type that contains a collection 
of TTreeNode objects, each of which represent a branch of 
the tree. We've explained the core functionality of the 
TreeView In previous columns, so we won't discuss its 
Structure and methods in much detail this month. For a quick 
overview of the TreeView and its nodes, refer to the box 
‘TreeView Items’. If you are unfamiliar with the TreeView, it 
would be worth taking a little time to study the code in 
our IreeView.dpr project. 


TÆ PC Plus TreeView Outliner 





=| Recipes 
=|. Cakes 
(=|. Death By Chocolate 
4h, if only | knew this recipe!!! 
Dundee Cake 
Another recipe that's not in my collection! 
Teisen Lap 
My granny used to have this recipe... 
=}. Almond Cake 















































8 oz caster sugar 

4 egas 

8 oz ground almonds 

4 oz plain flour 

15 oz mixed fruit 

grated rind of an orange ra 


Add | Add Child | 
Insert | << OutDent 


Using the built-in features of the TreeView it is fairly easy to 
create a collapsible outliner which can add, delete or move 
selected branches. Copying branches is, however, not so simple. 


Delete Item 


Indent >> N 


p) 





E Moving branches While much of the functionality of 
the TreeView can be accessed using properties and methods 
such as TreeViewl.ltems.Add() and TreeView1 Selected. 
Delete(), we have to do more work in order to prune and 
graft a selected branch by dragging it with the mouse. The 
real work here is done by the MoveTo() method which is 
provided by a TTreeNode object. The Movelo() method 
takes two arguments. The first is the target tree node to 
which the source tree node Is to be attached; the second 
is a [NodeAttachMode which specifies how the node is to 
be attached. Regardless of whether its to be added at the 
same level beneath the target node or indented as a child’ 
node. Luckily for us, Borland provides some sample code 
in the help entry for MoveTo(). We've copied this sample 
code in our TreeView1DragDrop() method. 

The main complexities of this code reside in the calls to 
GetHitTestInfoAt(). This is a function which returns the point 
on the TreeView specified by the X and Y parameters. It 
returns a THitlests value which specifies a specific part of 
a node such as the item itself or its icon if one is displayed. 
The code uses this value to determine how the node being 
moved will be attached to the target node — that is, whether 
it will be added at the same level, indented as a child node 
or inserted. The GetNodeAt() function finds the target node 
at the point given by X and Y and the Movelo() method then 
attaches the source node (the one that is selected) to the 
target node using the specific AttachMode: 
TreeViewl.Selected.MoveTo (Node, AttachMode) ; 

In order to be able to drag and drop items with the mouse, 
you need to set the Accept parameter to True when the 
target control is dragged over. We have done this in the 
TreeViewlDragOver() method. Finally, the controls DragMode 
property must be set to dmAutomatic. We've already done 
this at design-time in the Property Inspector. 


A Copying branches Moving one or more existing 
branches from one place to another is fairly straightforward, 
but copying branches Isnt so easy. This is due to the fact that 
when a tree node grafts itself onto a new location, no new 
node objects need to be created. But in order to make a 
copy of a node, you need to create a new node object and 
assign to it all the data from the original node. This isn't as 
trivial as it may sound. In addition to its visible label, each 
tree node may also have some other object associated with 
it (its Data property). When copying a tree node, its up to the 
programmer to ensure that a copy Is also made of its Data. 
Firstly we will need to work out a reliable method of 
copying a set of branches and sub branches from one 
position to another. The target position could be another 
branch on the same tree or a branch on a different tree. For 
the sake of simplicity, lets start by copying branches from 
one tree to another. Load and run the Copylree.dpr project. 





So what is Delphi? 


Borland’s powerful, easy to use graphical 
programming language. An ideal alternative to 
the Microsoft suite, its recent move towards 
.NET makes it perfect for modern Windows use. 
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Ki selno deindex=0, selno de ‘ Level=0 


Button 


Here we have copied the selected nodes from the left-hand 
TreeView beneath the selected node in the right-hand TreeView 
but in the process we have lost the indentation levels. 


Select a target branch on the right-hand tree, ‘x2’, and a 
source branch on the left-hand tree, ‘d’. Now press the 
button to copy from the source to the target. ‘d’ and its sub- 
branches are copied beneath the target node, ‘x2’. Currently 
the original levels of indentation are lost, but that isnt a 
major problem. We'll find out how to recreate those levels in 
a moment. 

Turn to the code. There isnt much of it here. Just find the 
absolute index of the selected node — that is, its position in 
the TreeView, counting from 0 for the first node and adding 
1 for each sequential node irrespective of Its indented level. 
Then we add this node and all subsequent child nodes to 
the selected node in the target TreeView: 


TreeView2.Items .AddChild(TreeView2. 
Selected, node.Text) ; 


Drag and drop copying 
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In this project we have copied the selected branches from the 
left-hand to the right-hand TreeView and this time we have 
retained the indentation levels of each of the branches. 


We stop adding nodes either when there are no more nodes 
to add (nil is encountered) or when the level of the next 
node in the source TreeView is less than or equal to the level 
of the first node we added, which means that it cant be a 
child of that node. 


Ei Copying objects correctly Now we'll look at how to 
reconstruct the correctly indented levels of the copied 
branches of a tree and attach to them copies of any objects 
referenced by the Data property. Load and run the I Vtest.dpr 
project. Select the node ‘c’ and press the button. This will 
make copies of this node and its children into the right-hand 
window. This time, the copied nodes are properly indented. 
Select the copied node ‘bbb’ in the right-hand tree view. Now 
select ‘x’ in the left-hand tree view and press the button 
again. This time, ‘x’ and all its children are copied beneath 


Once you know how to copy nodes, adding drag and drop is simple 


the node's MoveTo()methods: 


To copy nodes from one place to another 
on a TreeView, you need to use the same 
drag-and-drop techniques we used when 
moving nodes in the TreeView.dpr project. 
When the source node is dropped, 
however, it isn't sufficient to move the 
original nodes to the new location. They 
must be left as they are and new copies 
need to be made of the nodes and any 
objects referenced by Data properties. 

In the TVTest.dpr project, you can 
move nodes using drag-and-drop or 
copy them by pressing the Shift key when 
dragging and dropping. These operations 
are restricted to the left-hand tree view. 
You can alter the code to allow the right 


hand one to accept dragged nodes too. 
We have to decide whether the user 
wants to move or copy nodes. This is 
done in the Tree View1MouseDown() 
method which sets the values of the 
Boolean variables, CtrlDown and Shift 
Down, to determine whether the Ctrl or 
Shift keys are being pressed at the start 
of a drag operation. In this project, we 
only use the Shift key when copying node 
but you could use the Ctrl key. The 
TreeView1Drag Drop() method examines 
the value of ShiftDown and, if it is true, 
it performs a Copy, otherwise it performs 
a Move. The copy and move operations 
use our CopySubNodes() method and 


if Node <> nil then 

begin 

if ShiftDown then 
CopySubNodes (SourceNode, Node 
, TreeViewl, AttachMode) 

else 

SourceNode.MoveTo (Node, 
AttachMode) ; 

end; 


We used the naAdd AttachMode by 
default, but you can use other modes 
using code similar to that in TreeView1 
DragDrop() in the TreeView.dpr project. W 





Huw Collingbourne 


huw.collingbourne @futurenet.co.uk 


Huw Collingbourne is a big fan of 


the semi-colon, which 
probably explains why he is 
addicted to Delphi programming 


Now that you understand 

the basic techniques of node 
copying, you could adapt them 
for your own purposes. Ina 
tree-structured outliner, for 
example, you could copy 
objects of arbitrary complexity 
when you copy nodes. You 
would need to save those 
objects along with the tree 
either by streaming them or 
by saving the object data in 

a separate data file and 
recreating the objects for 

each node after the saved tree 
has been reloaded. If you are 
implementing a disk manager, 
you will need to use Delphi's 
file management routines to 
copy files from one directory 
to another or to make copies 
of whole directories if a ‘folder’ 
is copied in the TreeView. 





The ‘drag cursor’ shows that we 
are about to drop some nodes. 
We'll copy the nodes, leaving 
the originals untouched. 
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If you want to populate a 
TreeView at design time, use 
the editor that pops up when 
you click the ellipsis button of 
the Items property. This 
enables you to enter the text 
for a new item and add it at 
the same level or at an 
indented level from the 
selected item in the tree view 
in the left-hand pane. If you 
already have tree view data 
saved to disk, you can load 
this. You could load our 
Recipes.otl data into the 
TreeView.dpr project. The 
Recipes.otl file is created by 
the application itself when the 
user selects File, Save. Saving 
a TreeView text can be done 
using the Tree View's SaveTo 
File() method which simply 
writes out a text file with the 
indentation levels preserved 
in the form of tabs. The Load 
FromFile() method, as used 
in OpeniClick(), reads in the 
tabbed data and reconstructs 
the tree with the appropriate 
indentation levels. To save 
objects as well as text, you 
need to stream them to disk. 


Next month, we begin a brand 
new series. 





Here we have dragged the node 
‘x’ below the node ‘yyy’ and our 
code executes to insert the node 
below the target. 
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Each node in this TreeView has an associated object containing 
the string shown in the edit boxes. Note that the copied node, 
‘aaa’, also has a copied object containing the string ‘Item 5’. 


‘bbb’ in the target tree view. You will also notice that each 
node has a string attached. This string is displayed in the edit 
field beneath each tree view. If you select a source node, 
such as ‘aaa in the left-hand tree view and then go on to 
select one of the copies of ‘aaa’ made in the right-hand tree 
view, you will see that the associated string has also been 
correctly copied. 

To see how this has been accomplished, turn to the 
source code. Firstly, find the ‘type’ section towards the 
top of the unit. Notice that weve declared a class type 
called StrC: 


strC = class (TPersistent) 

private 

s : string[20]; 

procedure Assign(Source: TPersistent) ;override; 
end; 


Creating an ‘attach mode’ 





You can add new TIreeNode 
items to the TreeView’s Tree 
Nodes collection at design time 
using the TreeView Items Editor. 


This class will be used to create objects to associate with 
the Data properties of the tree nodes. Each object contains 
a twenty character string, s. The class also has an Assign() 
method that can be used to copy the contents of one object 
to another of the same type. The Assign() method is only 
available to descendents of the TPersistent class. The 
method must be overridden and its implementation coded 
explicitly to ensure that the correct data is copied. Our 
implementation of StrCAssign() is very simple indeed though 
it could be more complex if you were dealing with other 
types of user-defined object. 

Find Button1Click(). This calls our CopySubNodes() 
method, passing to it the selected nodes from treeViewl 
and treeView2. The final parameter specifies the copy mode, 
naAddChild. Now find the CopySubNodes() method. You will 
see that, as in the previous project, this iterates through the 
source nodes and all its child branches. This time, however, 
it creates a new StrC object at each iteration and calls the 
object's Assign() method to copy the data from the object 
referenced by the source objects Data property: 


CopyStrC := StrC.Create; 
CopyStrC.Assign (StrC (SrcNode.Data) ) ; 


Finally, we perform a number of tests to work out the 
appropriate level at which to add the newly copied node 
in order to reconstruct each of the copied branches at the 
same level of indentation as in the original tree. 

Up to now, we have demonstrated how to copy nodes 
from one TreeView to another one. In fact, its probably 
more likely that you will want to copy branches from one 
location to another in a single TreeView. Moreover, you 
will probably want to do this by dragging and dropping 
the nodes using the mouse rather than by clicking a 
button. To find out how to do this, refer to the box, ‘Drag- 
and-Drop Copying’. PCP 


Inserting a source node below the target node demands some extra coding 


We make use of the TNodeAttachMode 


value when we move or copy nodes 
from one place to another in a Tree. The 
TTreeNode.MoveTo() method takes a 
TNodeAttachMode value as its second 
argument. This argument may have one 
of the following values: naAdd, naAdd 
First, nalnsert, naAddChild and naAdd 
ChildFirst. These values are explained 
in the help entry for TNodeAttachMode. 
The MoveTo() method positions the 
drop-source node relative to the drop- 
target node according to the value of 
the TNode AttachMode argument. You 
can also use TNodeAttchMode 


arguments in your own methods. We 
have one such argument, AttachMode, 
in our CopySubNodes() method in the 
TVTest.dpr project. This method is called 
when the user drags a node to copy it 
while holding the Shift key. When a 
copied node is dropped onto a node 
with subsequent siblings, we want the 
dropped node to be inserted 
immediately below the target node. 
Unfortunately, there is no TNode 
AttachMode value that specifies this 
behaviour. The naAdd mode causes the 
node to added as the last sibling, naAdd 
First causes it to be added as the first 


sibling, naAddChild and naAddChildFirst 
cause it to be indented and nalnsert, 
causes the node to be inserted 
immediately above the target node. 

In order to have the source node 
inserted below the target node, we 
have to do some coding. We have 
done this in the insertBeneath Node() 
method. This simply looks for the 
next sibling node (Node.getNextSibling) 
and, if one exists, the input Node 
variable is set to this and the attach 
mode is set to nalnsert. Otherwise, if 
no sibling is found, the attach mode is 
set to naAdd. E 
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Part Three 


Graphics on a PDA 





Using the old fashioned GDI on a PDA is tough. Dermot Hogan 
explains how to get your PC to do the hard work for you 


he target of this series is to get a real-time graph 
aD plotted on a PDA. To do this, we needed to first 

draw a graph on a desktop machine, then get it 
to work in real-time — that is, update it without flickering 
in a reasonably efficient manner — and next to build a 
communication link with a PDA. But the final step is 


problematic: to transfer the graph from the desktop to the 
PDA, displaying on the PDA itself. 





One of the interesting things about writing a column like this, 
is that sometimes you dont quite know where you'll end up. 
The first rule of a barrister in a law court is never to ask a 
question that you don't know the answer to. But in software, 
if you always had to know the answer before you got 
started, youd never start. (On the other hand, you might 
think that the government would consider that point a little 
more seriously before starting yet another humungous IT 
project, but hey, what does a few billion in overruns matter?) 

The problem this month is that the full machinery of GDI+ 
(that’s .NET replacement of the old Windows graphics 
programming interface, GDI) simply isn’t available in the NET 
Compact Framework. Theres a good reason for this — the 
size of the limited memory being the prime consideration, | 
would think — but it does make life more difficult. 

How much so became apparent when | started figuring 
out how to do it. | hadn't realised how much better GDI+ is 
than the old GDI — and how much of the new GDI+ | had 


The space on a PDA form is limited, but I've squeezed in a 
TextBox and ‘Connect’ button that initiates the link to the server, 
along with two graphics surfaces — a Panel and a PictureBox. 





used in creating the graph. One of the things | had done was 
to consider the graphics environment as a ‘stack-based’ 
system, rather like Postscript. In Postscript, you can ‘push and 
pop graphic states on and off the stack to your heart's 
content. And it makes life a lot easier than thinking of the 
graphics screen as a simple piece of graph paper with just a 
single fixed origin. 

The other component of GDI+ that | had used was the 
scaling and rotation transforms, which made the construction 
of the axes and graph pretty simple to code (even if you 
might have to ‘stare’ at the code a bit to follow it). But with 
GDI, they don't exist, at least, not in an easy to use format. 

So, | assumed that a good solution would be to construct 
the graph on the PC, then to transfer the entire bitmapped 
image to the PDA. Easy to say. 


El Communication However its done, we need to send 
data from the desktop program (otherwise known as the 
server’) to the PDA (the client’). In previous columns, I've 
described how to build a ‘listener’ on your server that waits 
for a client to initiate a new connection request and then 
creates a worker thread to handle the resulting TCP/IP socket. 
But if we just want to send a data set to the client from the 
desktop server, this is unnecessary. All we need to do in the 
server is issue a ‘blocking’ socket connection request: 
server = New TcpListener (IPAddress.Any, 10000) 
server .Start () 

client = server.AcceptTcpClient () 


client.GetStream () 


The program will wait (or ‘block’) on the call to 
AcceptIcpClient, until the client PDA program creates a socket 
and starts the business off. Once the server has been 
unblocked by the PDA connect request, a network stream is 
obtained so that the server can read and write from it using 
the standard NET stream methods. The PDA side of the call 
is also simple: 


Dim iphe As IPHostEntry 


iphe = Dns.GetHostByName (“ppp peer”) 
serverEP = New IPEndPoint (iphe.AddressList(0), 
10000) 


s = New Socket (AddressFamily.InterNetwork, 
SocketType.Stream, ProtocolType.Tcp) 


s.Connect (serverEP) 


This uses the ‘magic’ DNS name ‘ppp_peer’ to get the IP 
address of the desktop machine. It then creates a new 
endpoint with the IP port number of 10000 — a number 
which is unlikely to be used by anything else on the 
computer — and issues a connect request. 

Having obtained the connection, we now want to transfer 
some data to the PDA. This is easy if the data is byte data or 
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Windows programming made quick and easy 
but not at the expense of power. Create almost 
any program using a visual, friendly interface, 
without the headaches of C++. 


Dermot Hogan has been 
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string data. Conversions between string and byte are 
handled nicely by the Encoding class. Its a bit more 
complicated if the data is in integer form, though, and there 
are a couple of things to be aware of before jumping in at 
the deep end. The problems don't just apply to a desktop-to- 
PDA transfer, they also apply to other computer combinations. 
If you transmit integer data through a network connection, 
there are two issues that you have to be aware of. The first is 
‘big-endian’ vs ‘little-endian’. Theres no ‘natural’ way to 
represent the ordering of byes in an integer on a computer. 
Some machines have byte ‘0’ representing the low 8-bits of 
a 32-bit number and some have byte ‘3’. Heres the definition 


1 u 


of ‘endian-ness’: “Big-endian: the most significant byte of the 
data is stored at the lowest memory address. Little-endian: 
the least significant byte of the data is stored at the lowest 
memory address.” Intel processors are little-endian, while 
Sun, Motorola and PowerPC are big-endian. 











1 + 


If you transfer integers from one machine to another you 


must be aware of this ordering. Fortunately, the iPAQ runs an 
Intel PXA250 processor and Is little-endian, so | don't have a 


problem here. 


The other problem concerns .NET, as its a strongly typed 
language, and fervently objects to you trying to poke byte 
data into an integer. More precisely, you can convert a byte 


= b(1) 


= 1 << 8 


= b(0) 


K H- K H- H- 
Ii 


End Function 


to an integer and vice versa, but you can't easily do the 


same with an array of bytes, specifically the four bytes that 


comprise an integer. 


There are a couple of ways round this, but none of them 
are particularly wonderful. First, the ‘brute force’ method: 


Function CvtByteToInt (ByVal b As Byte()) As 


Integer 

Dim i, r As Integer 

b (3) 

i << 24 

r + (i And &HFF000000) 
b (2) 

i << 16 

r + (i And &HFF0000) 


K H- H- KR H- H- 


Here’s the server side of things. You start the connection to the 
PDA by clicking the ‘Connect’ button. After the data has been 
transferred, the server will terminate the TCP/IP link. 


— - — 


r + (i And &HFF00) 


= r + (i And &HFF) 


This is used in the client to extract four bytes from the input 


buffer and load it into an integer. You can put all of the logic 


into one line if you want, but it becomes a bit unreadable. 
For a big-endian transfer, you would switch round the order 


of the bytes. You can write a similar function on the server 


that loads the buffer from an integer. 


This is fine for an integer, but what about a floating point 
number? To do a graph, you would normally transfer the 
data as floating point values, so its not just an academic 
question. You might consider copying the data into 
unmanaged memory and then back again using the Marshal 
method. However, this leaves the small problem that the 
Marshal class doesn't have a floating point copy function 


Graphics on a PDA 


There are pitfalls even in getting a humble device context 


One of the problems with working with 
a PDA is that it's nearly, but not quite, 
the same as desktop Windows. A case 
in point is the ‘device context’. If you are 
working with GDI on Windows XP and 
you wish to draw using the GDI 
primitives in, say an OnPaint method, 
you would normally get the device 
context by using the following short 
snippet of code: 


Dim hdc as IntPtr = 
GetDC (hwnd) 


Draw using other GDI API calls. 
However, you can't do this with the .NET 
Compact Framework. You can't even get 
the handle of the form by using the Me 
keyword, since it doesn't expose it! 

It seems to me that the best way is to 
get the window handles of any objects 
that you are going to draw onto in the 
form's Load method. For example: 


captureState = PictureBoxl. 
Capture 


PictureBoxl.Capture = True 


hwndPBox = GetCapture() 
PictureBoxl.Capture = 
captureState 


I've used a technique of setting the 
mouse capture state to ‘True’, using 
GetCapture to retrieve the handle, and 
finally resetting the capture state to 
what it was previously. You can also use 
SetFocus to obtain the window’s handle, 
instead of the capture state if you wish. 
You can then get the device context in 
the normal manner. E 





One of the big problems with 
-NET is finding information 
about what's in there. 

In the past, I've mainly 
relied on the MSDN library as 
the ‘master source’ for 
anything .NET related. But | 
was stumped over how to 
efficiently convert a 4-byte 
array into an integer. Searching 
in MSDN was a dead end. The 
problem is that the MSDN 
search function does just that 
— it searches for keywords in a 
largish collection of items on 
disk. As a first guess, | 
searched for “memorystream 
-net conversion floating point” 
and found no references. | then 
put the same search in Google 
and got the answer more or 
less straight away: use the 
Bitconverter class. 


(but it does have integer and short ones). 





The DNS name that works on 
the PDA doesn't work on the 
emulator. You have to use 
another trick to bypass this. 
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Working with the GDI on a PDA 
is hard work. But if you really 
feel like flexing your 
programming muscles and 
converting the graph class 
from GDI+ to DGI, then it's 
certainly ‘doable’. The problem 
with the GDI interface is that 
it's old — it dates back to 
before Windows 3 and it 
shows. The interface is 
inconsistent and difficult to 
work with and using it 
reminds me exactly why | 
avoided it as much as possible 
in pre-.NET days. 


We start a brand new series. 





You can copy between two 
memory areas in VB .NET by 
using the CopyMemory API. 
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fh Pocket PC 2003 
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The graph is upside down! This is due to 
GDI+ transformations on the server and 
need to be compensated for on the PDA. 


ao The general way 


round this, at 
least for small 
quantities of data, 
is to use the 
BitConverter class. 
This has a set of 
methods which 
convert an array 
of bytes into a 
base type, so that 
you can convert, 
say, eight bytes of 
data into a double 
precision floating 
point number. It’s 
still pretty limited. 
You can't go from 
a double to an 
array of bytes, for 
example, and you 
cant handle 
arrays of floats 
efficiently. 


A Bitmap transfers I've chosen to use two methods of 
manipulating bitmap data. The first one, on the server, 
extracts pixel data one pixel at a time and loads a ‘line’ byte 


buffer for transfer: 


For j = 0 To gr.bm.Height - 1 
ioe 
For i = 0 To gr.bm.Width - 1 


buffer(k) = gr.bm.GetPixel(i, j).B 


k=k+i 


buffer(k) = gr.bm.GetPixel(i, j).G 


Blast from the past 


Tricks and hacks stolen from Visual Basic 4 


I first came across a neat Visual Basic 
way of copying data from one memory 
location to another in the book ‘Hardcore 
Visual Basic’ by Bruce McKinney. It listed 
all sorts of tricks to get round Visual 
Basic 4's primitive operating system 
interface and take old-fashioned peeks 
and pokes to the next level. 

Most of the requirements for this low 
level hacking have disappeared in VB 
NET, but sometimes VB's ‘safety first’ 
attitude can get in the way. For 
example, there are several APIs that will 
happily copy from a screen bitmap into 
a device bitmap. But what about 
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bam 


To get a PDA's device context of 
a control, you have to get the 
appropriate window handle first, 





E then obtain the device context. 
k=k+1 
buffer (k) = gr.bm.GetPixel(i, j).R 
k=k+1 


Next 

ns.Write (buffer, 0, k) 

If ns.Read(buffer, 0, buffer.Length) = 0 Then 
Throw New Exception (“Socket closed”) 

Next 


This seems to work fine on the server, but on the PDA, its a 
killer. So on the PDA, I've used a different approach. As the 
data arrives from the server, I've loaded it into a large array 
buffer and re-dimensioned the array to the correct size once 
the transfer is complete. 

The next step is to build a suitable bitmap to hold the 
data. To do this, we need to construct a bitmap header for 
use by the CreateDIBSection API. The key parts in this header 
are the bitmaps width, height and total data size. The width 
and height can be worked out from the number of lines 
received and the line size: 


With bmih 

-bSize = 40 ` size of this structure 
-bWidth = pixelCount / 3 / lineNumber 
-bHeight = lineNumber 


-bSizeImage = pixelCount 


Now, the pixelCount is slightly suspect. The reason is that 
lines in a bitmap have to be aligned on a multiple of four 
bytes. Either the server or the PDA client has to take account 
of this. Because the server extracts the pixels one by one, 
the data sent doesn't include this packing. But the pixelCount 
value must. Here, it doesn’t matter since the line width is 
actually a multiple of four anyway, but you will need to do 
some additional fiddling to sort this out in your own 
programs. Theres a .NET ‘back door’ into pixel poking! PCP 





copying from a pixel array in VB's 
‘managed’ memory into the bitmap’s 
‘unmanaged’ variety? 

The ‘safety first’ approach, is to copy 
a byte at a time using the WriteByte 
method of the Marshal class: 


Marshal.WriteByte(p, k, blue) 
` BLUE 


If you look more closely at the Marshal 
class, you'll see that there is a way of 
copying from a managed array into an 
unmanaged memory pointer — the Copy 
method. But how about going the other 


way round? Or even worse, copying 
between two unmanaged memory 
areas? Try this approach: 


Declare Sub CopyMemory Lib 
“kernel32” Alias 
“RtlMoveMemory” (ByVal 

pDest As IntPtr, ByVal pSrc As 
IntPtr, 

ByVal length As Integer) 


I've called the actual subroutine 
‘CopyMemory/’, as it's rather more 
civilized than the actual kernel32 DLL 
export name, RtIMoveMemory. E 
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One or more of the 
VS.NET 2005 Express 
development tools (see 
PC Plus 221 for more info) 
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SPRINGBOARD 


Part Two 


Using menus 
and status bars 





You wouldnt be able to build much of a program without regular 
menus, pop-up menus and status bars, says Dave Jewell 


L) ast month, we focused on the rudiments of forms 
and dialogs. This time around, we'll discover how 
to implement menus, including context menus (otherwise 
known as pop-up), and we'll also look at status bars 
often used to provide instant help on menu items by 
tracking mouse activity within the main menu. 


Menus are one of the most fundamental aspects of a good 
user interface, so without further ado, let's get stuck in. Were 
assuming that you've got the skeletal project that we started 
working with last month. You may remember that all it does 
is display an About’ box any time you click the mouse in the 
main client area of the window. So, lets begin by adding a 
menu to the top of the window. If you've used WinForms 
before, you'll find that the VS NET 2005 Express way of doing 
this is quite different to what you may be used to. For a more 
detailed explanation of this, see Passing Shot. 


E Adding a menu to your form With the design-time 
form in front of you, open the ‘Toolbox’ window and find the 
‘MenuStrip’ component. (As I've mentioned previously, it's 
helpful to right-click on the Toolbox window and choose 
‘Sort Items Alphabetically’. It makes life much easier when 
searching for a specific component.) Double-click the 
‘MenuStrip’ component to add it to your form. Your form 
should now look something like the illustration below. 
There are several things to notice here. Firstly, without 
doing anything special, the menu bar is automatically 
‘theme-aware. Secondly, if you click anywhere inside the 
menu bar to select it, you'll notice that a small ‘Type Here’ 
box will appear on the left side of the bar. This is used to 
begin typing in your new menu items. On the right side of 
the ‘Type Here’ box, you'll see a small right-pointing arrow. If 
you click this, it opens a small dialog from where you can 
change the type of the current item. Ordinary menu items 
belong to the ‘ToolStripMenultem’ class. However, you can 





Name 





Behavior 
Visible 
C] allowIltemReorder 





Layout & Appearance 
Dock Top 


Raft Top 
RenderMode | ManagerRenderMode 


GnpStyle Hidden 








Once you add a MenuStrip to your design-time form, it will automatically jump to the top of the 
window. Clicking the small arrow on the right side of the menu bar will open up the dialog shown. 
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also have separator items, in-place combo boxes and edit 
boxes. All of these correspond to different, specialised menu 
items which can be selected through this dialog. 

Finally, you'll notice that theres a second arrow on the 
extreme right side of the menu bar. If you click this, it opens 
the dialog shown in the screenshot. This is like a tiny 
‘Properties’ window which gives access to some of the most 
important properties associated with the ‘MenuStrip’ itself. 
One of the most important is ‘RenderMode’, which affects 
the way in which the menu is rendered on the screen. For 
now, leave it set to ‘ManagerRenderMode’ This dialog will 
also enable you to change the name of the ‘MenuStrip’ 
component. Let's change it from ‘menuStripl’ to ‘mainMenu’. 


A Adding items to our menu The simplest way of 
adding items to a menu is to do it at design-time. For 
example, we could type ‘File’ (without the quotes) into the 
‘Type Here’ box and then hit [Enter]. This would immediately 
create a top-level menu item with a default name of 
‘fileToolStripMenultem’. Below this, we could add an ‘Open... 
item, ‘Save As../, etc. 

However, theres a much simpler way of getting our new 
menu off to a flying start. Firstly, make sure the menu is 
selected and then right-click it. You'll see a new context 
menu appear containing an item called ‘Insert Standard 
Items’. When you click this, a whole slew of standard items 
will be added to the menu bar in one fell swoop. Hint: don't 
do this trick twice because, if you do, you'll end up with two 
of everything on the menu bar! 

It doesnt matter if some of the standard items we end 
up with aren't relevant to our application, because It's easy to 
delete them individually. In the same way, the ‘Insert 
Standard Items’ option obviously won't include everything 
that we want on the menu, but we can insert additional 
menu entries later on. You'll notice that many of the standard 
menu Items have associated glyphs. You can modify these 
through the ‘Image’ property associated with each item. 

Caution programmer! There seems to be an intermittent 
bug in the design-time display of a populated ‘MenuStrip’ 
component in the current beta version of VS.NET 2005 
Express. Sometimes, you'll find that only the right-most 
menu (‘Help’ in this case) is visible and that its impossible to 
get to the (unaccountably hidden) items to the left of it. 
Fortunately, theres a simple workaround: simply select the 
‘Help’ menu with the mouse and use the left arrow key on 
your keyboard to reach the other items. You can use the 
various arrow keys to navigate around the menu and reach 
whichever item you need. This bug doesn't affect the 
runtime behaviour of the program, and we found that, after 
a time, the bug went away on Its own. 


Ei Linking menu items to event handlers Now we 
have a whole bunch of menu items just waiting to do 
something useful! You'll remember that, last month, we 





So what is Springboard ? 


Ready to go beyond Masterclass but not yet into 
Programmer's World? Using affordable tools and 
easy steps, Springboard gives you the boost 
you need to jump to the next level. 


S PCPlus-Paint Version 1.0 


Print CiP 
[d Print Preview 


Exit 


With ‘Insert Standard Items’, you can start off with a fully-loaded 
application menu, complete with a set of attractive item glyphs. 


wrote a routine called ‘ShowModalDialog’, which can display 
any modal dialog. We want to arrange things so that the 
About’ box is displayed whenever ‘aboutloolStripMenultem’ 
is clicked. To make this happen, double-click the relevant 
menu item and then add a call to ‘ShowModalDialog’ to the 
resulting event handler, like this: 


private void aboutToolStripMenuItem Click 
(object sender, EventArgs e) 


{ 


ShowModalDialog (new About ()); 


} 


Of course, we no longer want the ‘About’ box to show up 
each time we click the mouse in the main application 
window. This was just a temporary expedient before we had 
a menu to play with. To remove it, just delete the ‘Main_ 
MouseDown’ method from Main.cs and remove any 
reference to it from Main.Designercs. While youre at it, try 
creating an event handler for the ‘Exit’ menu item and add a 
call to the ‘Close’ method. This will immediately terminate the 
application when ‘Exit’ is selected. In a real application, wed 


SPRINGBOARD 


Preview how this document will look on the printer 





It requires very little code to display menu tool tip text in the 
Status bar as the user navigates within the application menu. 


want to ask the user if she wishes to close the document 
first, but this is something we'll be covering in detail further 
down the line. 


Let's get some Status Adding a status bar to our 
application Is just as straightforward as adding a menu. 
Locate the ‘StatusStrip’ component in the ‘Toolbox’ window 
and drop it onto the form. As with ‘MenuStrip, this acts as a 
container for one or more child controls. 

When we first looked at the WinForms 2 controls, we 
were very impressed. We still are, actually. However, we 
naively though thered be some built-in mechanism for 
automatically displaying menu tool tips in the application 
Status bar. If we had designed the ‘StatusStrip’, we would 
perhaps have implemented a property of ‘StatusStrip’ called 
‘ToolTipMenu’. This would cause the status bar to 
automatically ‘track’ mouse activity in any drop-downs 
belonging to the indicated menu. Unfortunately, if such a 
mechanism exists, we haven't found it yet! Of course, it's 
important to remember that this is beta software and is 
still work in progress. Anyway, its not difficult to add the 
desired effect using old-fashioned coding. 


Playing tag with menu items 


How to simplify your code by reusing menu item event handlers 





Dave Jewell 
djewell@pcpmag.co.uk 


Dave is an enthusiastic .NET 


developer, consultant, and freelance 


journalist. He’s used everything 
from an ICL 1900 to a BBC Micro! 





If you've had previous 
experience of .NET WinForms 
development, perhaps you're 
mystified by this month's 
Springboard tutorial. What on 
earth are these MenuStrip and 
ContextMenuStrip components? 
What's happened to the old, 
familiar MainMenu and 
ContextMenu items? 

The essential point to grasp 
is that VS.NET 2005 Express 
Edition is using a completely 
new version of the .NET 
frameworks library. This 
version, .NET 2 is currently in 
beta, and will be the same 
version of .NET used by 
Express Edition’s ‘big brother’, 
VS.NET 2005. 

The good news is that if 
you've already put some effort 
into developing WinForms 
application based around .NET 
1 or 1.1, your efforts haven't 
been wasted. You can import 
an old-style project into 
VS.NET 2005 (including the 
Express Editions) and 
everything will work as before. 


Frequently, a complex application will 
have a number of menu items that do 
similar things. For example, Paint Shop 
Pro has four menu items that enable 
you to zoom in and out of an image by 
differing amounts. Ordinarily, you'd 
need a ‘Click’ handler for each of these 
items, making four event handlers in 
all. This can be messy; everyone agrees 
that it's bad programming practice to 
have one method that contains lots of 
code, but the opposite extreme should 
also be avoided. 

VS.NET Express makes it easy to link 
a single event handler to multiple menu 


items. First, create an event handler for 
your first menu item in the usual way 
by double-clicking the ‘Click’ entry in 
the ‘Events’ page of the ‘Properties’ 
window. On the design-time form, 
select the next menu item and then, 
back in the ‘Properties’ window, select 
the ‘Click’ entry again and choose the 
previously created event handler from 
the drop-down list that appears. 
Repeat this for all the menu items you 
wish to share the same handler. 

How then do you tell which menu 
item was clicked from inside the 
common ‘Click’ handler? 


private void MyMenuItem Click 





(object sender, EventArgs e) 


{ You can ‘case out’ on the Tag 
ToolStripMenuItem item = property within a common event 
handler. However, you must set 
the Tag value at run-time; 
otherwise, the Properties 

} window will store it as a string. 


sender as ToolStripMenulItem; 


// more code here... 


Regardless of whether the clicked menu 
item was in a context menu or a regular 
menu, the sender object will be a 
ToolStripMenultem object. You could 
use the ‘Tag’ property to distinguish 
between menu items. Tags set up at 
design-time will be stored as strings. E 
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ToolStrip supports 
transparency, 
animated GIF files, 
customisable 
renderers and 
more. All features 
are available to 
other menus. 




















As I've shown in this month's 
tutorial, the menu-related 
components provided in .NET 2 
are far superior to those in 
-NET 1. However, the 
challenging thing about VS.NET 
2005 Express Edition is that 
there's little solid programming 
information at present. If you 
check out Amazon and make 
the appropriate keyword 
searches, you'll discover that 
several VS.NET 2005 Express 
books are in the pipeline but 
very little is available now. For 
a terrific overview of what's 
new in Whidbey, check this 
link: http://tinyurl.com/ 
46bvm. Many of the features 
mentioned here are present in 
VS.NET 2005 Express. 


We finish our round-up of 
user interface basics by 
looking at mouse and 
keyboard interaction in .NET 
application programming. 





Adding to a ContextMenuStrip 
component. Notice that the 
menu is displayed along the top 
of the design-time form. 
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Firstly we added a ‘StatusStripPanel’ to the status bar. This 
was renamed as ‘tipPanel’. We set the ‘Text’ property of the 
panel to an empty string, which effectively makes the panel 
disappear. Why? Because the panels AutoSize’ property is 
true by default, so the panel will automatically resize itself to 
accommodate the displayed string. No string — no panel. We 
also set the panels ‘TextAlign’ property to ‘MiddleLeft’ (in our 
opinion, this should be the default), which causes the panel 
text to be vertically centred and left-aligned. Finally, we 
tweaked the panel position slightly because we weren't 
happy with it (see the ‘Margin’ property). 

That's it for the panel, but were not quite done yet. Next, 
we need to set up a ‘MouseEnter’ event handler for every 
menu item; they all point at the ‘ShowMenultem ToolTip’ 
method shown below. (See ‘Playing tag with menu items’ for 
more information on ‘commoning up’ event handlers). 


private void ShowMenuItemToolTip (object 
sender, EventArgs e) 

tipPanel.Text = (sender as ToolStripMenuItem) . 
ToolTipText; 

private void HideMenuItemToolTip (object 
sender, EventArgs e) 


{ 


tipPanel.Text = W"; 


} 


As you can see, the event handler simply retrieves the 
‘ToolTip Text’ property for the item and plugs it into the text of 
the ‘tipPanel’ component. It's your job to set up the 
‘Toolliplext’ property of each menu item to something 
appropriate. Weve done this for the ‘File’ menu and linked 
the event handlers as appropriate — the rest is left as an 
exercise for you to try out later. 


Context menus 





The new toolbar, menu and status bar capabilities in WinForms 2 
provide the potential to create an interface similar to Word 2003. 


Similarly, the ‘HideMenultemToolTip’ method (see above) 
is linked to the top-level ‘File’ menu's ‘DropDownClosed’ 
event — this only needs to be done for each top-level menu, 
not for each individual menu item. This ensures that the tool 
tip disappears when the user leaves the menu. 

By its very nature, a status bar usually displays other 
stuff besides menu tips. For example, I'm typing this into 
Microsoft Word and the status bar is telling me what column 
the insertion point is at. It updates each time another 
character is typed. From our perspective, this is worthless 
and wed prefer the status bar to display the number of 
words in the document. The clever thing about setting the 
menu tip panel's AutoSize’ property to ‘true’ is that it will 
disappear completely when ‘Text’ property is an empty 
string, thus allowing the status bar to do its ‘usual’ thing. 

If you want to be more sophisticated, you can hide the 
regular status bar panels inside the ‘ShowMenultem ToolTip’ 
handler and make them visible again inside 

‘HideMenultem ToolTip’. PCP 


How to build context menus, and why you should use them 


In addition to the familiar menu bar, 
you'll know that most programs also 
use one or more context menus. Even 
the humble Notepad application will 
display a context menu when you right- 
click in the text editing area. 

There are two advantages to using 
context menus. Firstly, it means that 
end-users can carry out some oft- 
repeated action without having to move 
the mouse away from the centre of 
activity. For example, in Notepad, you 
might click the cursor where you want 
to add some text and then choose 
‘Paste’ from the context menu. Without 


context menus, you've got to move the 
mouse all the way up to the top of the 
application window and choose ‘Paste’ 
from the Edit menu. 

Another big reason for using context 
menus is because they immediately 
establish context — hence the name! If 
you right-click on one of the toolbars in 
Microsoft Word, the program knows that 
you want to do something with the 
toolbars, so it displays a toolbar-related 
menu. Without context menus, you'd 
need to go to the View menu and 
choose Toolbars. Using context menus 
in VS.NET 2005 Express Edition is easy. 


With your design-time form displayed, 
add a ContextMenuStrip component 
from the Toolbar window. One thing 
you'll notice is that while the context 
menu component is selected and being 
edited, the menu items will appear 
along the top of your design-time form 
just as if it was a regular menu. Once 
you've created your context menu, you 
need to associate it with a particular 
visual component of your user interface. 
This is easily done by pointing the 
ContextMenuStrip property of the 
component at the context menu you 
wish to use. E 



































Gee 
, 


U mins 


A INTERMEDIATE 
A general knowledge of 
programming is useful 


Any programming 
language, but QBasic is 
used here for illustration 
purposes. 


Any files you need to 
complete this Masterclass 
are on this months 
SuperDisc, including the 
Jars game. 
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Part Two 


Programming a payoff 
matrix and analysing 
its meaning 





n the previous Workshop (PC Plus 222), we 
investigated attractors, where a calculation based 
on a previous value could result in ‘homing in’ on 
one or more of these special values. These calculations 
resemble missiles that eventually go into a specific orbit, 
no matter from where each was launched. It's a simple 
task, though sometimes lengthy, to find an attractor by 
repeating a calculation over and over, each time arriving 
at a revised (and better) value. The usual form of this 
iterative approach is called the Newton-Raphson 
algorithm, named after Isaac Newton (1643-1727) and 
Joseph Raphson (1648-1715). 





Even everyday tasks can be turned into algorithmic form, 
often with one particular goal in mind, requiring a different 
Strategy at each step to bring results in line with the goal. 
Each step is often dependent on the results of previous 
steps (as in the Newton-Raphson square root algorithm and 
in the logistics formula). The whole process can be viewed 
as a ‘game, and the strategy changes with each new 
circumstance, as in chess or boxing. Even auctions, military 
battles and diplomatic manoeuvres can be analysed as 
games. Practically every child knows strategies that prevent 
losing naughts and crosses. Most players think (incorrectly) 
that occupying the centre square is the best first-move 
strategy. Actually, you can force at least a tie whichever of the 
nine squares you pick, if youre first. To be sure of not losing, 
the other player must choose a square in line with your first. 


E Count on winning Lets investigate a simple counting 
game. There are three piles of counters, each containing a 


A payoff matrix for a new counting game ... 


OBJECTIVE 


3|7 





You can guarantee winning in NIM if you make sure you leave 
all binary columnar sums as zero at the end of your turn. 


known number of items. Iwo players take turns drawing any 
number of counters from any of the piles. The person who 
takes the last counter is the winner. It sounds as if this game 
will test your foresight, but theres a simple strategy that will 
lead to victory with the use of binary arithmetic. 

Instead of several piles of counters, suppose you have 
binary numbers, each made up of zeros and ones. When 
they are put together in a list, you notice that the number of 
ones in each binary column is even. If you change any one 
number and the pattern breaks, at least one of the binary 
columns no longer adds to an even number. This is the germ 
of a winning strategy. There are two conditions, one of which 
applies to any group of numbers: binary columnar odd sum 
(lets call it BCOS) and binary columnar even sum (likewise 
BCES). When the group has a BCES, changing any one of its 
numbers introduces a BCOS. Of course, when there are no 
numbers, left this is a BCES (because the sum is zero in all 





With the tools provided on the SuperDisc, you 2 


On each turn, you must subtract one of the four 3 


There’s an interesting way to create a ‘payoff 


can create your own counting game and see the 
calculation of a strategy matrix. You can set your own 
objective and choose four different numbers in the 
range one to nine. A little like NIM, this is a counting 
game, where two players take turns to reduce the 
objective number to zero. 
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numbers from the objective number, attem;ting 
to reduce it to zero. When the objective pile is a 
certain number, how can you establish that it’s a Type 
A or Type B configuration? As before, this game yields 
to the NIM principle, but not by simple ‘binary 
columnar’ calculation. 


matrix’. It involves working backward, 
considering the values of the objective close to zero. 
Start with the four permissible subtracting numbers (in 
this case 1, 4, 5 and 6): consider which of these 
moves wins when the objective is just 1, and which 
are unavailable (too large). 


The art and theory of modern programming, 
whichever languages you use. Learn techniques 
that will benefit any project, and gain a deeper 
understanding of advanced coding disciplines. 


columns, and zero is even). Suppose your'e playing this 
game; if you always make sure you leave a BCES after your 
move, your opponent cant win because the win situation is 
a BCES. We can determine whether the binary columnar sum 
is even or odd by using the XOR (exclusive OR) function. If 
the ultimate result is zero, its a BCES. An example has three 
piles, with 23, 26 and 28 counters respectively. The binary 
columnar sum (23 xor 26 xor 28) is 10,001, so it's a BCOS. 
Pursuing our strategy you should aim to make this 00000 
(BCES), which can be accomplished by removing 17 counters 
from the first pile (with 23) or 15 counters from either of the 
others. If you continue with this strategy, you'll be the winner 
— guaranteed. This is called the NIM principle, after the name 
of this type of counting game. 


EA When to apply NIM strategy There are four 
characteristics of a game that mark it as vulnerable to the 
NIM principle: 


1 All configurations can be divided into two distinct sets 
(in this example, we've called them BCOS and BCES) 

2 The objective is to bring about a particular configuration 
of type B (BCES) 

3 A single move can change any configuration of type A 
(here, BCOS) into one of type B (BCES) 

4 Any single move will change a configuration of type B 
(BCES) into one of type A (BCOS) 


As a consequence of these characteristics, you can ensure 
that your opponent will only receive type B configurations 
following your turns, and will never be able to finish his turn 
with a type B. In this way, the winning configuration, which is 
of type B, will be yours eventually. Theres one problem, but if 
your opponent doesn't know the NIM strategy, you have little 
reason to fear losing. If your first move starts with a type B 
configuration, theres no way to apply the winning strategy. 


... IN SIX easy Steps 





Working upward with the objective size, you can 

build a second row in our payoff matrix. 
Subtractors 4, 5 and 6 are unavailable, but 1 is 
possible. If it’s subtracted from the nes objective (2) 
the result will be 1. If your opponent were to gain 
control when the objective is 1, you'd lose, so the 
move is mrked ‘l fpr LOSS. 


Continue with further rows, increasing the 

objective value by one for each row. For each 
subtractor column, consult the matrix row for the 
appropriate objective value: if any of the columns 
within that row are marked ‘W’, put an ‘l in the 
position. This tells you that, with the current objective 
value, that particular subtractor mustn't be used. 


This leads only 
to BAD configs 


This is the 
better strategy 
Every task can be broken down into steps, each with its own 


strategy for transition to the next. When multiple outcomes are 
available, earlier strategies must take this into account. 





You'll have to wait until your opponent makes a mistake and 
leaves you with a type A configuration, to which you can 
readily apply the strategy. If your opponent doesn't know the 
trick, its unlikely you'll keep facing type B configurations on 
every turn. AS soon as you receive a type A, you can seize 
the initiative and continue onward until you win. So, the 
Strategy may not be usable on your initial turn. If its not, it's 
wise to make a very small change so that the games end is 
postponed. This can be incorporated, along with the NIM 
principle, into a two-part strategy: if it can be applied, use 
the NIM principle to keep on track to the objective, otherwise, 
make as small a change as possible 


Ei When strategies fail The games featured in this 
months Workshop are all ‘perfect knowledge’ games. This 
means that all moves are decided by will, and chance 
doesn't play a part. Furthermore, all possible moves of 
both players are known and there are no surprises. 
Unfortunately, real life rarely reflects games of perfect 
knowledge; walking across the surface of a frozen lake 
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Wilf Hey 


wilf.hey @futurenet.co.uk 


Wilf Hey has been grappling 
with programming for several 


decades now, and is always up for 


a game of naughts and crosses 


On this month's SuperDisc, the 
Jars program presents the 
pouring puzzle discussed in the 
panel, ‘Measuring without 
measure’. You can specify 
desired steps with a few 
keystrokes, and it will keep 
count for you, displaying results 
after each pouring. As an 
additional feature, you can key 
F1 to invoke ‘automatic mode’, 
in which the program itself will 
calculate the shortest route to 
the objective from the current 
configuration, and then execute 
the steps along that route. 

The program is tailored 
to four jars of the specific 
Capacities already mentioned, 
and with set initial and final 
configurations, but it's not 
difficult to make changes to 
any of these figures. The 
source code, ‘Jars.bas’, is 
written in QBasic, but I've also 
provided a DOS-executable 
version, ‘Jars.exe’, which runs 
without QBasic. 


A pattern of symbols in the rows repeats, and 

will continue to repeat forever. With subtractors 
1, 4, 5 and 6, the pattern starts in row 6 and repeats 
from row 15. A simple check will show that row 37 
corresponds to row 9. This calls for a minimal move, 
hoping that your opponent doesn’t know the pattern, 
and next time leaves you a row with a win in it. 
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There are endless variations 
on these games; you may like 
to invent your own, developing 
an appropriate strategy. Even 
more effective is the task of 
writing a program with the 
intelligence to develop the 
strategy itself. Naughts and 
Crosses is a game Suitable for 
computers, as it's finite, yet not 
so simple as to be easy to 
crack. A few universal 
strategies can be built into it: 


1 if possible, make a move 
that wins immediately 
(three in a row) 

2 if possible, block the 
opponent's threat (two ina 
row and the third blank) 

3 if possible, make a move 
that makes threats in two 
rows at once, since only one 
can be blocked 


These three strategies cope 
with most configurations, but 
some require their own special 
strategy. 


What's ‘fractal’ about such 
images as the Mandelbrot set, 
and how can a computer 
program use fractal methods 
to draw realistic landscapes? 





In the Jars game, the object is 
to pour one vessel's content 
into another until a chosen 
configuration arises. 
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without falling through the ice is an objective, but there are 
too many factors to say that theres an unfailing strategy. 
Sometimes, unreliability of a strategy can occur because your 
opponents moves are ‘hidden’. When competing for a 
contract, you must make a sealed bid, hoping that its lower 
than your rival, but otherwise as high as possible. The only 
problem is that you don't know the bid your rival has made 
(or will make). A successful strategy may entail considering 
former bids by your rival, and possibly paying attention to 
their quarterly returns. How low can they afford to go? How 
low do they dare to go? Is it worth trying to underbid them? 


O Good cop, bad cop A staple of crime shows on 
television is the ‘good cop, bad cop’ game. This is an 
example where two Strategies are employed, though neither 
is guaranteed to be successful. Another game in crime 
dramas is ‘the prisoners dilemma’. Iwo suspects, thought to 
be partners in crime, are arrested and questioned separately. 
Each is offered leniency if he confesses and implicates the 
other. Each is thus tempted to defect, ‘ratting’ on his partner. 
Each suspect must consider the best strategy: confess and 
suffer a short sentence, or stay silent, risking the possibility 
that the unseen partner may confess. 

When a Strategy is questionable, its helpful to make a 
matrix: a table with rows for each possible action and 
columns for each possible action by the opponent. At each 
intersection of a row and column, record the effective 
advantage or disadvantage. For example, suppose you have 
a choice of travelling to a distant city by coach or by train. 
The opponent’ is cost, time, convenience and weather. With 
a matrix, you can better see all the factors and you can 
maximise your strategy. Perhaps time is more important to 
you than cost, and the information gleaned from the matrix 
will convert the objective into a question, such as: ‘Is the 
half hour extra it takes by coach as important as the £20 
saved?’ Chess is another ‘perfect knowledge’ game, so White 








In Divide & Conquer, you 
can change a non-winning 
configuration into a winning 
one, but your opponent can 
only upset the balance. 


TRANSITION between 
configurations 


he ALWAYS 


POSSIBLE 


The NIM principle depends on being able to classify 
configurations into two groups: good and bad - the ability 
to move from a bad to a good configuration. 


(the first to move) should be able to use a Strategy 
guaranteed to bring about a checkmate. Or it just may be 
that Black has the winning strategy. Chess is too complex to 
analyse completely, so nobody knows which side can 
potentially ‘force’ a win. Even so, it isnt too difficult to set 
short-term objectives and develop appropriate strategy. 


H Always playing Since virtually every activity involving 
choice can be seen as a game, it's tempting to think of a 
computer as being the answer to everything. A superior 
computer can ‘think’ faster and more reliably than a human. 
Even in complex scenarios where chance is heavily involved, 
a computer would be able to evaluate risks and calculate 
odds more effectively. All of us rely on computers more as 
time goes by. Analysts frequently design models of real life 
as games, knowing that a game can be readily converted 
into program code. Having a model tends to simplify 
calculation and clarify strategies. Running potential strategies 
against a detailed model is more cost-effective than using 
an ad hoc strategy, on the grounds that it ‘should work’. PCP 


Measuring without measure 


An interesting puzzle with jars of various sizes to test your acumen 


You have four jars: one holds six litres, 
a second holds eight, a third nine, and a 
fourth, a full ten litres. The six and eight 
litre jars are full of wine, while the other 
two are empty. Your objective is to pour 
back and forth between the jars until 
two each hold seven litres. Each step of 
the way must involve pouring from one 
jar to another, either emptying one or 
filling the other (or both). There are no 
markings allowing you to estimate, or to 
pour out half the contents. 

Stated in this way, it's a neat puzzle; 
you can make it into a game by 
competing to do it in the least number 


of steps. You can set a different jars 
puzzle by changing the number of jars, 
the initial contents and the desired final 
configuration. But how do you 
determine the best strategy? 

Perhaps it will surprise you that 
graph theory will help you here. Starting 
with jar-six and jar-eight full, and jar- 
nine and jar-ten empty (configuration 
level zero) you can work out all the 
results reached by one pouring, marking 
them ‘level 1’. From each of them, you 
can create all the ‘level 2’ configurations 
(only the new ones) and so on. 
Eventually, you'll come to the desired 


configuration at some point, say ‘level 
x’. This tells you that ‘x’ steps are 
required, and linkages between levels 
will enable you to trace the exact 
method. If you exhaust all possible 
configurations available, you can be 
sure that the objective is impossible. On 
the SuperDisc, you'll find Jars.bas, a 
QBasic program to simulate this puzzle, 
which will count the pourings you do to 
get to the ‘seven-seven’ objective. 
[CTRL]+[HOME] will reset the jars to their 
original configuration. For those who 
don’t have the QBasic interpreter handy, 
I've included Jars.exe. E 


RANTS AND RAVES 
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Huw Collingbourne 


huw.collingbourne @futurenet.co.uk 


After a spate of recent misfortune, 
Huw is back on track and delving 
deep into translation tools and 
3D mapping software 


poised on the table top, | find myself constantly having to 
reach upwards at a hugely uncomfortable angle. I've been 
obliged to move into the kitchen in order to look after the 


new pup: a 
hyperactive 
Pyrenean 
Mountain Dog 
which, at the 


age of 16 weeks, 
already weighs 


“My feeling is that you would be unwise to put 
too much faith in the English rendering without 
at least enough Latin at your disposal ...” 


about 20kilos and has developed a taste for furniture. At 
the rate shes eating the table legs, maybe she'll soon have 
whittled it down to a more comfortable working level? | can 


only hope so. 


Latin master 


I've taken the change of scene as an opportunity to brush 

up on a bit of Latin with the help of Blitz Latin (www. 

software-partners.co.uk). This is a translation program that 
lets you enter or copy Latin text into one 


Amapi 

Amapi is great for 3D graphics. If 2D ‘vector’ 
graphics are more your thing, however, I 
strongly recommend Xara X! (www.xara.com). 
This may not be as famous as CorelDraw or 
Adobe Illustrator but it is, nonetheless, a 
terrific product. Powerful, relatively easy to use 
and blazingly fast, it only costs a modest £97. 
Packed with effects, such as bevels and 
transparency, it even comes with its own photo 
editor and also has tools for creating web page 
rollover buttons and navigation bars. All in all, 
a superb package. 
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Xara X is a great illustration program whether 
or not you're on a tight budget. 
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window before displaying the English 
translation in a second window. Having used 
it a bit, | must say I'm impressed by the 
speed but less impressed by the fluidity of 
the translation. To be fair, the documentation 
goes to some lengths to explain that Latin is 
an exceptionally ambiguous language which 
makes translation particularly difficult. 

While these translations may, in essence, 
be correct, | don't think they really sound like 
English. Blitz Latins translations of longer, 
more complex passages of authentic Latin 
are even more halting. Indeed, they're often 
quite difficult to make any sense of. My 
feeling is that you would be unwise to put 
too much faith in the English rendering 
without at least enough Latin at your 
disposal to enable you to compare it with 
the original. Still, at a cost of just £25, this is 
fairly good value for anyone with some basic 
Latin who needs to get a speedy overview 
of classical or medieval texts. 


French polishing 

As a light break from Latin, | decided to give 
Eovias Amapi Pro 7 a whirl on the old laptop 
(www.eovia.com). Amapi is a 3D design 
package which has historically suffered from 
something of an image problem. Its a NURBS 
modeller, which means that it has clever ways 
of creating high precision smoothly curving 
objects. But, even though NURBS modelling 
can be used for serious applications, such as 
mechanical and architectural design, Amapi 
has tended to be thought of as cheap, 
cheerful and a bit frivolous. The latest version, 





Mind your language, 
you mucky pup 


Huw Collingbourne stretches his language skills with the help of 
translation tools, but with very little help from his Pyrenean pup 


hairs are never the right height. Or maybe it's the 
table that's to blame? This week, I've had to desert 


my office to work in the kitchen. With my laptop 





Amapi 7 Pro (about £425), is Eovias attempt to grab a slice of 
the high-end market from the likes of rival products such as 
Rhino 3D (www.rhino3d.com). 

Amapi Pro has numerous improvements over the 
modelling features of the non-Pro version of the software, 
including a ‘manifold volume’ construction tool for creating 
volumetric 3D shapes. 
There are other tools 
to fillet, connect and 
trim surfaces and 
there are also 
additional import/ 
export formats and 
improvements to the user interface. Refer to the review in PC 
Plus 218 for a more complete description of its capabilities. 

One slight curiosity about Amapi Pro is that its interface 
is bilingual and can be toggled between English and French. 
By some oversight, | managed to install the French version. 
While my French isn't too bad, the Amapi interface is 
sufficiently eccentric that grappling with it in another 
language is a problem | can do without. After some trial and 
error, | eventually discovered that, in order to switch it back to 
English, you ‘simply’ select the ‘Fichiers’ menu, then 
‘Preferences Pour I'ilmpression’, then ‘Interface Utilisateur, 
Language, English, Sauvegarder’. And finally, close and 
reopen the software. Easy, huh? 

With its non-standard icons and tools, the Amapi 
Pro interface takes a bit of getting used to. Personally, I'd 
prefer it to adopt more of the conventions of Eovia’s other 
product, the general-purpose 3D modelling and animation 
package, Carrara. In fact, while it’s still fairly eccentric, the 
Amapi interface is now less eccentric than it used to be. 
When it comes to ease of use, it compares favourably with 
other NURBS programs, such as Rhino. l'm not sure it really 
rivals Rhino as a high-end design package, however. 
Rhino has more precision CAD features built-in, albeit at 
a slightly higher price (about £486). But, as a tool for 
creating nice models for images and animations, | must 
say | like it a lot. 

So, unfortunately, does the new pup. Somehow, she's 
managed to get hold of the Amapi product box and is 
busily shredding it into a thousand tiny pieces even as | 
type. You'll excuse me a moment, wont you ... PCP 





Odd interface but a nice program, Amapi Pro is here shown in its 
optional French version. 





EXTERNAL OPTICAL DRIVE 


Sony DRX-710UL 





FT) hoever it is that heads up the 
design department for Sony's 
optical drives really should go to more 
company social events and chat to 
their colleagues. That way, he or she 
could tell the people over in the 
PlayStation 2 division how to design 
consoles that don't look like car 
radiators. Perhaps there would then be 
hope of the PlayStation 3 looking more 
like this aesthetic wonder. For IT 
products, Sonys design is faultless. 
Why full-size external optical drives 
exist remains a bit of a mystery to us 


MULTIMEDIA PROJECTOR 





The DRX-710UL will 
add a touch of class 
and a hint of mystery 
to any desktop. 


(being, essentially, 
not very portable, so 
if they te staying in 
one place, why not fit 
an internal drive 
instead?). Despite our 
reservations, these 
drives are vindicated 
somewhat by this — 
the Sony DRX-/1OUL 
— which looks so 
good on the desktop that how well it 
performs, and why it exists, seems 
almost Irrelevant. 

It looks exciting, important, and 
mysterious. An example of this 
attractiveness is that Sony has made 
the eject button almost invisible; a 
gentle caress of the side of the unit will 
Slide open the tray, so theres no need 
to jab your index finger at a small piece 
of front-mounted black plastic. Theres 
also a stand included, so you can 
stack the drive vertically rather than 
horizontally. In addition, it has 


Sony VPL-CX75 





Y) ou certainly get what you pay for, 
and the Sony CX/5 isn't cheap by 


any stretch of the imagination. It 
therefore comes bristling with an 
impressive arsenal of projector extras. 
At this price, though, you may not be 
so impressed. It's an LCD XGA unit, and 
while the 2,500 Lumens output 
certainly offers enough brightness 

for any situation, it's hardly earth- 
shattering for the money. 

Perhaps the most important extra is 
the wireless LAN capabilities, which are 
ready out of the box. Dubbed AirShot’, 
these consist of a CF Wireless LAN card 





Smarter than the 
average projector, it'll 
even cool things if the 
power goes off. 


for the projector and 
a USB wireless stick 
with the AirShot 
software installed at 
the PC end of the 
equation. It all works 
over 802.11b, so only 
offers a few frames 
per second, but it's 
good enough for presentations at up to 
1,280x1,024. The simple peer-to-peer 
mode requires just a single click to use. 
It will, of course, happily work via a 
WLAN as well, with just a touch more 
configuration on the projector. 

If wireless networking isn't your 
thing, you can always run your 
presentations from a Sony Memory 
Stick; 32MB is supplied. Still, if you're 
not worried about the high-end 
functions, youd be better off with the 
cheaper and slightly dimmer VPL-CX/0. 

As for image performance, the (X75 
puts in a typical LCD effort. On the 


HARDWARE 


connectivity for USB 2.0 and both 
4-pin and 6-pin FireWire. In short, this 
hasnt pulled the usual scam of being 
simply an internal drive inside a plastic 
case. Theres no doubt that thought 
and plenty of work has gone into 
making the Sony DRX something that 
deserves to escape the confines of a 
5.25in drive bay. 

Luckily, its a decent burner, too. 
Well, at least in theory. It supports 16x 
DVD+R burning, but, there being no 
media in the box and 16x discs 
remaining as rare as hairy fish at the 
time of writing, we can't bring you a 
real-world speed. We did, however, test 
it on 12x Verbatim DVD+Rs, which it 
refused to burn at 12x, maxing instead 
at 8x. Clearly, a firmware update is 
needed, because not recognising one 
of the worlds largest blank media 
brands is a fairly significant oversight. 
At least the 8x burn time was fairly 
nippy — just under seven minutes for 
a full 4./GB disc. 

You'll also find dual-layer support, 
but sadly only for 24x, not the recent 
4x standard. Perhaps the firmware 
update we pray for may change that 
too, but somehow we doubt it. 

Alec Meer 


positive side, set-up is one of the best 
of any projector we've tested, with 
motorised stand, focus and zoom. It 
also offers both vertical and horizontal 
keystone correction. Everythings 
controlled through an easy to use 
menu and one of the most 
comprehensive remotes weve ever 
seen. Alongside this is a presentation 
remote with laser pointer. 

Getting a large image is easy, 
because the CX/5 has a shorter throw 
than most. It'S easy to set the white 
and black levels and this gives it good 
grey-scale and colour gradients, but the 
low contrast ratio does leave blacks 
and darker colours looking somewhat 
washed out. Scaling and keystone 
looks good with text readable at 6.8 
point size, while scaling from other 
resolutions is excellent. 

One annoyance worth mentioning 
is a very slight loss of focus running 
across the top of the screen. Videos 
are sharp if a little underwhelming, 
with colours hardly vibrant but with no 
hint of noise in the picture. The 
projector's quiet running is another 
benefit to movie viewing. 

Neil Mohr 
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PRICE £132 (£112 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Pixmania 0870 011 8117 
INFO wwwssony.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


FORMATS DVD-ROM, DVD+R double 
layer, DVD+R, DVD+RW, DVD-R, DVD- 
RW, CD-ROM, CD-R, CD-RW 

WRITE SPEEDS 24x DVD+R DL, 

16x DVD+R, 8x DVD-R, 4x DVD+RW, 
48x CD-R, 24x CD-RW 
CONNECTIONS External, FireWire/ 
USB 2.0 





SONY DRX-710UL 





CAAA AA XXS) 
Performance @000000 


Features 








PRICE £1,820 (£1,549 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Komplett 0870 872 7107 
INFO www.sonybiz.co.uk 
WARRANTY Iwo years, 

return to base 


SYSTEM LCD 

RESOLUTION 1024x768 

ANSI LUMENS 2 500 
CONTRAST RATIO 350:1 
LAMP LIFE 3,000 hours 
NOISE 30dB 

AUDIO 1W mono speaker 
DIMENSIONS 300x240x70mm 
WEIGHT 2.9Kg 





CAAA AA AX) 
Performance @0000000 


Features 














PRICE £55 (£49 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER 3Com 01442 43 8000 
INFO www.3com.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


TYPE Router, access point 
CONNECTIVITY 10/100BaseTX 
Ethernet LAN, 802.11b/g wireless 
access point 

SECURITY NAT/SPI Firewall, DoS 
prevention, 64/128bit WEP encryption, 
WPA, SSID masking, LAN access 
controls, DHCP server 

OTHER External power supply, 
carry case 


3COM OFFICECONNECT 
WIRELESS 54MBPS 
TRAVEL ROUTER 


Value KAKAA AS) 
Features KAAKAA) 


Performance @0000000 


OVERALL 


PRICE £122 (£104 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Broadbandbuyer.co.uk 
0870 766 5175 

INFO www.draytek.co.uk 
WARRANTY Three years 


TYPE ADSL Modem, router, firewall 
and Voice over IP device 
COMPATIBILITY ADSL & RADSL 
SECURITY Firewall (DoS/DDoS 
protection, anti IP spoofing, NAT/PAT 
with Port Forwarding/Redirection, 
content blocking and DMZ) 
CONNECTIVITY 4x R)-45100BaseT 
Ethernet ports, 3x RJ-11 ports (PSTN 
pass through for regular phone line, 
ADSL socket, phone connection) 


DRAYTEK VIGOR2500V 
VOIP ADSL ROUTER 
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HARDWARE 


WIRELESS NETWORKING 


3Com Wireless Travel Router 


———— 





he company 3Com may have a 

penchant for ludicrously long 
model names, but at least it tells you 
exactly what this package is capable of. 
The palm-sized Travel Router is 
designed to allow you to create a 
wireless hotspot at a moment's notice 
— something network administrators 
will no doubt be petrified of. 

Even so, its a neat piece of design 
work as it combines support for 
802.11b/g Wi-Fi and an internal aerial, 
and can function in access point and 
routed modes. These are determined 


WIRLESS NETWORKING 

















V) olP technology isn't so much of 
a concern for home users, where 


its still a novelty. But for businesses, it's 
a compelling technology, with its ability 
to conduct multiple voice calls over a 
single broadband Internet connection. 
VolP also removes the need for so 
many telephone connections and 
consolidates phone bills into a single 
subscription model. 

So what does this router offer? VolP 
technology has traditionally been used 
with the help of a computer. But this 


A smart little ‘box of 
à tricks’ that'll allow you 
© to create a hotspot at 
a moment’s notice. 


simply by flicking a 
Switch on its side 
and theres also a 
client mode allowing 
it to be connected 
directly to a PC or 
laptop to provide 
wireless access. 

In router mode, 
its Ethernet port 
can be linked to a 
Suitable broadband device, enabling it 
to deliver shared Internet access with 
full SPI firewall protection. Bear in mind 
that it doesnt support PPPoA, so it may 
not work with some ADSL services. 
However, with the Travel Router 
connected to an Actiontec intelligent 
modem, we successfully provided 
wireless Internet access for our test 
notebook over BT Broadband. 

The Initial installation merely 
requires setting the switch on the side 
to the ‘set up’ position and then 
pointing a web browser at the default 


a | The Vigor2500V offers 
am a VoIP solution that 
means you can use a 
phone and not a PC. 


too is changing, and 
companies such as 
BT are now finding 
merit in providing 
more direct business 
solutions that bridge 
the gap between a 
traditional phone and 
your broadband 
connection. This 
router does exactly 
that, and enables you to connect a 
telephone. Theres also a pass through 
for your existing phone line, and four 
RJ-45 Ethernet routing ports, which you 
can use to set up a wired network or 
connect up a wireless access point. 
The router itself is an interesting- 
looking object, owing more to the 
American automotive industry in the 
1950s than traditional router design. It's 
an intriguing device, the like of which 
well start to see more of with the 
telephone pass-through line: you can 


IP address, where you'll be greeted with 
a typically well-designed 3Com 
interface. Wireless security options are 
solid, as the Travel Router supports SSID 
masking, 64/128-bit WEP and WPA 
encryption. Different encryption 
schemes can also be applied to AP and 
router modes. 

In AP mode, with the network port 
connected directly to an Ethernet 
switch, the router functions as a 
transparent bridge for wireless clients. 
Again, we found this worked fine for 
our test client, but significantly in this 
mode the Travel Router has no IP 
address, so it can't be managed. 
Wireless performance is reasonable as 
in AP mode, (using a notebook with a 
ZyXEL ZyAIR G-100 wireless PC Card) we 
saw the open source lOmeter return 
18.5Mbps over an unencrypted link, 
while 128-bit WEP dropped this down 
to 15.8Mbps. Putting a brick wall in 
between the device and the notebook 
dropped the latter speed down to 
15.5Mbps while signal strength fell to 
fifty per cent. Overall, the Travel Router 
is a very smart little box of tricks that'll 
prove useful for a wide range of 
network requirements. 

Dave Mitchell 


Vigor2500V VolP ADSL Router 


use the router to make telephone 

calls via VoIP and by a conventional 
phone line. DrayTek provides a VoIP 
subscription with the device that 
includes £2 worth of call credit and an 
08/0 number so people can call you 
via VoIP If other VoIP users call you, it’s 
free, and vice versa. VoIP calls to UK 
landlines cost 1.6p per minute plus VAT, 
but long-distance calls are the real 
money savers, as similar charges apply 
for calls to Australia and the USA. 

VoIP calling is the default, but by 
dialling ‘*O' before a call, you can 
switch to the conventional PSTN 
network and PSTN becomes the 
default, if the router losses power. 

Security is well catered for, with full 
firewall capabilities including protection 
against Denial of Service attacks and IP 
spoofing. Theres also a complete 
complement of IP and content blocking. 

Indeed, the only thing missing from 
the router is wireless functionality, but 
Draylek's 2600VG, available for £182, 
adds this as well as other benefits — 
see the model comparison chart at 
www.draytek.co.uk/products/router_ 
compare.shtm. 

Dan Grabham 











Once upon a time, 3dfx was the biggest name 
in 3D graphics. Its Voodoo 2 was one of the 
classics of entertainment hardware. Not only 
was it the first adaptor to really offer decent 
gaming frame rates, but you could gang two 
of them together to get ultimate 3D power. 
This operated using a mode called Scan-Line 
Interleave, or SLI, where the two cards render 
alternate lines of the 3D image. Two Voodoo 


2's in SLI mode didn’t double performance, but 


they did provide the fastest consumer 3D 
platform around for some time. 
Now SLI is in the hands of Nvidia, which 


bought the 3dfx intellectual property when the 


latter company went belly up. As before, the 
new SLI works using two identical graphics 
cards. But as there are no dual-AGP 
motherboards, this was a technology just 
waiting for the arrival of PCI-Express. Whereas 
PCI is a markedly different type of connection 
to AGP PCI Express means the same 
connection type can be used for graphics 


cards as well as all other peripherals. The only 


contrast is that graphics cards use the fastest, 
16-lane version of the PCI Express slot. 

As the graphics cards use the longest 16- 
lane slot, you need two of these slots, but 
they don't both need to have the full 16-lane 
performance. While Intel's 915 and 925 
chipsets launched PCI-Express for desktop 
users, they're not compatible with Nvidia SLI. 
The 16-lane graphics PCI-Express slot is 
attached to the MCH Northbridge, but the 
other four single-lane PCI-Express channels 
are connected to the ICH6 Southbridge. 


In split-frame rendering (SFR), each frame is 
broken into two parts, with the primary PCI 
Express graphics card and drivers dictating 

how the load is balanced. 


CPU Chipset 


In alternate-frame rendering, the two cards take it in turns to 


render a frame. 


A SLI move 





HARDWARE 


As a result, the first 
motherboards to arrive with 
support for dual PCI-Express 
graphics cards were based on 
Intel's E7525 chipset, aka 
Tumwater, which is aimed at the 
Xeon processor. This has a main 
16-lane PCI Express interface for 
graphics, plus an auxiliary one 
running at 8x, both connected to 


the MCH Northbridge. The latter Definition Audio 
has equipped manufacturers to 4 PCI 


Express® x1 


offer a second 16-lane-sized slot 
compatible with graphics cards, 
although it doesn't run at 16- 
lane speeds. For example, 
Supermicro'’s X6DAE-G2 dual 
Xeon motherboard sports two 
16x-sized PCI Express slots, with 
a 32-bit PCI slot in-between to 
space them out. However, only 
one of these slots actually has 16 lanes — the 
other one has just four. You can still install 
two PCI-Express graphics cards; the load 
balancing in Nvidia's drivers ensures that the 
work is apportioned according to the different 
bus bandwidth available to each card. 

But SLI was never intended to be a £4,000 
platform, which a dual Xeon800 entails. So 
even though it was a month later, Nvidia's 
own Nforce4 SLI chipset for the Athlon 64, 
as found in our review Asus A8N-SLI 
motherboard (reviewed right), is the true 
mainstream choice. Nforce4 SLI only offers 16 
lanes of PCI-E for graphics use, but a 
supplementary controller allows this to be 
configured either as a single 16x channel or 
two 8x channels. These can then be routed to 
two 16x-sized slots and two graphics cards, 
configured in SLI mode. 

Nvidia's SLI doesn't stand for 
Scan-Line Interleave, however, 
but Scalable Link Interface. 
Although, like 3dfx SLI, the Nvidia 
graphics cards are connected 
internally, the similarities end 
there. Instead of rendering 
alternate lines, Nvidia SLI uses 
two different modes — AFR 
(Alternate-Frame Rendering) and 
SFR (Split-Frame Rendering). With 
AFR, the two graphics cards take 
it in turns to render a frame. With 
SFR, the primary card on the 
main 16x PCI Express slot 
renders the top part of 
the frame, while the 
secondary card renders 
the bottom part. The 
frame isn't split equally, 
however. Instead, the 
primary graphics card and 


PCI Express” 
x16 Graphics 


8 Hi-Speed 
USB 2.0 Ports 


It may be a premium option, but Nvidia's relaunch of SLI 
has breathed new excitement into 3D graphics acceleration 
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Intel's 925X chipset may be one of the first with PCI-E, but it doesn’t 
allow SLI, as the extra channels are attached to the Southbridge. 


compensate for the fact that the two host 
slots could be of different speeds. 

Although it's possible to choose which 
mode your 3D is rendered in, by default the 
Nvidia driver makes the choice itself, based 
on which game or app youre running. So, the 
driver needs to be pre-programmed with 
which mode is best for which title. As a 
result, performance is dependent on Nvidia 
defining a profile for your chosen application. 

Nvidia's SLI is a premium technology, but 
the company has sensibly enabled it for more 
than one of its cards. Not only does the top- 
of-the-range GeForce 6800 Ultra support SLI, 
but the GT and standard 6800 do, too. Most 
significantly, the 6600 GT is also included, 
bringing the idea down to a lower cost — two 
6600 GIs cost less than a single 6800 GT. 
Workstation users will be able to make use of 
the technology as well. The Quadro FX 1400, 
3400 and 4400 also support SLI. 

For the time being, the only way to run 
Nvidia SLI on Intel processors is still via a 
Xeon E7525 system. But in November, Nvidia 
licensed Intel's FSB technology, which will 
allow the production of NForce chipsets for 
the Pentium 4. SLI was specifically mentioned 
as one of the key technologies to be 
made available on the new 
platform, and Nvidia has 
hinted at a release date in 
the first quarter of 
next year. 













The two Nvidia SLI graphics 
cards are joined together 
with this internal connector. 


drivers balance the load 
between the two cards, to 
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ATHLON 64 SLI MOTHERBOARD 








vidia has staggered the 
release of the different spins 
of its latest chipset, so as not 


to overshadow the more mainstream 
options with the chip that you'll find 
powering this motherboard. The 
nForce4 SLI solution is going to cause 
much excitement, as it enables two 
graphics cards to be used in parallel. 

The nForce4 SLI is effectively 
identical to the Ultra spin. This includes 
support for PCI Express graphics cards 
and SATA II RAID. Asus has added an 
additional four-port SATA RAID controller 
to the motherboard, along with a 
second Gigabit Ethernet controller, 
Realtek's ALC850 8-channel audio and 
IEEE1594a support to boot. 

The big selling point, though, is the 
support for SLI (Scalable Link Interface). 
This enables two identical graphics 
cards to be used in parallel to boost 
3D rendering. It can be used in one of 
two ways — either each graphics card 
renders every other frame, or the two 
work together to render different 
portions of the same scene. 

3DMark2005 is the latest addition to 
the Futuremark testing suite, and it is 
the most demanding test of any 
graphics card out there. With a score of 
5,350, even the mighty GeForce 6800 
Ultra we use for testing can't really run 
all of the tests smoothly enough. Use 
two of these cards in SLI mode, 
though, and you'll be presented with a 
much more convincing result of 9195, 
and far smoother frame rates. It's a 
similar story in 3DMark2003, with a 
single card managing a score of 12,915, 
but two hitting a result of 20,906. 

The various iterations of 3DMark 
provide a reliable indication of graphics 
performance, but those looking to 
super-charge their games with SLI will 
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The continuity connector that sits between the two PCI Express graphics slots needs 
to be switched when making the move from single graphics card use to SLI operation. 


want to know what difference such a 
system makes to the current cutting- 
edge games. For this reason, we ran 
Doom 3 and Half-Life 2. 

Doom 3 sees a frame rate increase 
from 85.5fps at 1,280x1,024 for a single 
card improve to 95.6fps when 
benchmarked in SLI mode. Half Life 2, 
running at the same resolution, goes 
from 11842fps rise to 12449fps. As you 
increase the resolution the performance 
improvement is more pronounced in 
favour of the SLI cards, but a single 
GeForce 6800 Ultra is already more 
than capable of playing these games 
smoothly at high resolutions. 

The small performance difference 
is mainly due to these games being 
processor limited. Both engines feature 
advanced physics models and sound 


AMD Athlon™ 64 Processor 3000+ with HyperTransport™ Technology 
Microsoft® Windows® XP Home Edition 

ASUS K8V-MX Mainboard, 1600MHz System Bus, SATA 

256MB DDR 333 Memory 

200GB Serial ATA Ultra Fast Hard Drive (150mbps, 8MB buffer) 
Direct 2D/3D onboard graphics (SMA*) 


systems for example, and that requires 

a lot of computation. If you want to get 
the most from such a set-up, an Athlon 
FX-55 would be a wise choice, although 
even then you may hit bottlenecks. 

You can upgrade your graphics 
engine later on by buying a duplicate 
of your existing SLI supporting card. 
But, of course, you could also wait until 
such time before splashing out on an 
SLI motherboard and upgrade in one 
swoop. When combined with the 
current lack of a need for SLI, there may 
not be enough demand for such a 
system for it to be around when 
people start wanting It. 

The lack of a real world application 
will probably translate to SLIS early 
demise way before its useful. 

Alan Dexter 





PRICE £188 (£159 ex. VAT) 
SUPPLIER wwwoverclockers.co.uk 
0870 443 0880 

INFO www.asus.com.tw 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU SUPPORT Socket 939 

Athlon 64/FX 

CHIPSET nForce4 

MEMORY 4x DDR400 (4GB Max) 
EXPANSION 2x PCI Express Graphics 
(1x PEG X16 or 2x PEG X8), 2x PCI 
Express X1, 3x PCI, 2x IDE, 1x floppy, 
4x SATA II RAID, 4x SATA RAID, 2x 
10/100/1000 Ethernet, 2x PS/2, Serial, 
Parallel, 6x Audio, 2x SPDIF 6x USB 2.0, 
2x IEEE1394 

DIMENSIONS 305x244mm 
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MESH recommends Microsoft® Windows® XP 


with MESH 


Includes new Lexmark P6250 
All-in-one Photo Printer 


Print diect from a memory card, 
digital camera or PC, copy and 
scan photos at 1200x2400 dpi, 


17” TFT Analogue Flat Panel Monitor 

Sony Multi-Format 16x Dual Layer DVD Writer* * 

Creative Sound Blaster SBS260 Speakers 

Microsoft Works 8.0 Plus 60 Day Microsoft Office Trial | 
Lexmark All-in-one Printer P6250 

Plus M Series Additional Features (see website) 


preview on LCD screen, 
prints 10cmx15cm 
photos. 


only £699 inc. var 


08700 46 47 47 ° www.meshcomputers.com 


All MESH Standard PCs now ship with Microsoft® Windows® XP Home SP2 - Ensuring a safer computing experience. For MESH terms and conditions, see MESH Advertising inside front cover. 
All pictures for illustration purposes only. *Shared Memory Architecture. **Sony Multi-burners R/W all standard formats Except DVD-RAM 
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ATHLON 64 MOTHERBOARD 








Ti may be a company more 
readily associated with 
graphics processors rather 


than motherboard chipsets, but it has 
had some success in the past with its 
9100 IGP solution. The Radeon Xpress 
200P isn't Alis first motherboard 
chipset then, but it's the companies 


first offering designed for the Athlon 64 “*% 


market, and it looks like it is going to 
upset a market currently shared 
between NVIDIA and VIA. 

Ali has selected its time to release 
this chipset carefully, bypassing the first 
two waves of chipsets. By releasing a 
solution that supports PCI Express, ATi 
finds itself in a level playing field in 
terms of core feature set. DDR400 
memory support is, of course, a given, 
as is SATA and IDE connectivity, but 
instead of integrating such features as 
audio and Gigabyte network support 
into the chipset, ATi has left such 
decisions to the motherboard 
manufacturers. This means that on a 
Straight feature comparison Nvidias 
nForce4 chipset is still the option of 
choice, but in terms of price ATi does 
have a definite edge. 

We couldn't get this motherboard to 
properly recognise the SATA drive we 
usually use for testing, instead having 
to rely on an IDE drive. The board could 
see the SATA device at boot time 
without a problem, but it kept falling 
over whenever It was formatted during 
the Windows XP installation process. 
This is a problem that will be fixed by 
the time motherboard manufacturers 
get their hands on it. 

We were confused by the first slew 
of benchmark results from this reference 
board, as they were slow. It transpired 
that the memory had been installed in 
the wrong DIMM slots (the motherboard 
shipped with both the memory and 


processor in place), an understandable 
mistake due to the colour coding of the 
actual slots. Theres no general rule for 
how manufacturers colour the memory 
Slots, so we didnt suspect anything. 
This wasn't helped by the lack of 
information as the machine boots. 

After installing the memory correctly, 
SO as to take advantage of the dual 
channel controller of the Athlon 64 
3500+, throughput rose from less than 
3,000MB/s up to a much more 
respectable 5,/47MB/s. This is an 
extremely healthy figure. Nvidia and VIA 
cant afford to underestimate this 
newcomer, especially not when they're 
left fighting for second and third place 
behind tt. 

It's this memory throughput that is 
undoubtedly pivotal to the overall 
SYSMark 2004 result of 1/0, made up of 
an Internet Content Creation score of 191 
and an Office Productivity result of 152. 
This is a strong result; it even managed 
to outperform one of the fastest 
renditions of the nForce4 chipset we've 
seen, namely Gigabytes K8NXP-9. 


HARDWARE 


ATi Radeon Xpress 200P 









ATi has produced 
one of the most 
polished reference 
motherboards 


we've ever seen. 


As a major manufacturer of graphics 
processors, we investigated the 
graphics prowess of this chipset with 
interest. Armed with an ATi X700 PCI 
Express graphics card this motherboard 
put in an impressive turn of speed. 
3DMark03 produced a smooth result of 
7130, while the more intense 
experience offered by 3DMark05 
stressed the capabilities of the card, 
producing a fairly choppy result, 2,941. 
Such figures are just behind released 
nForce4 solutions, but motherboard 
manufacturers may be able to squeeze 
more performance out of this chipset. 

MSI, ECS, Sapphire 
Technology and Asus 
have all signed up to 
produce boards 
based on both the 
200 and 200P 
chipsets. This shows 
that ATi has managed 
to get the value and 
overall performance 
right first time. 

Alan Dexter 





CPU SUPPORT Socket 754/939 
Athlon 64/FX 

CHIPSET 200P 

MEMORY 4x DDR400 (4GB Max) 
EXPANSION PCI-Express X16, 2x PCI 
Express X1, 3x PCI, 2x IDE, floppy, 4x 
SATA RAID, 10/100/1000 Ethernet, 2x 
PS/2, parallel, 4x audio, SPDIF 4x USB 
2.0, IEEE1394 

DIMENSIONS 244x244mm 


The 200P is currently slightly 
behind NForce4 in terms of pure 
speed, but we're hoping board 
manufacturers can change that. 





MESH recommends Microsoft® Windows® XP 


More power for less with MESH 
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AMD Athlon™ 64 Processor 3500+ with HyperTransport™ Technology 
Microsoft® Windows® XP Home Edition 

ASUS A8V-Deluxe Mainboard, 2000MHz System Bus, GB LAN, SATA 
512MB DDR 400 Memory (2x256MB) 

300GB Serial ATA Ultra Fast HDD (150mbps, 16MB buffer) 

128MB NVIDIA GeForce FX 6800LE with TV out and DVI 

Sony Multi-Format 16x Dual Layer DVD Writer* * 

5.1 Surround Sound 6 Channel Audio 

Logitech Cordless Desktop Keyboard and Optical Mouse 

Microsoft Works 8.0 Plus 60 Day Microsoft Office Trial 

Midi case, Plus A64 Series Additional Features (see website) 
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Serious upgraders PC 


AMD 


Gp 
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only £149 we. var 
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All MESH Standard PCs now ship with Microsoft® Windows® XP Home SP2 - Ensuring a safer computing experience. For MESH terms and conditions, see MESH Advertising inside front cover. 
All pictures for illustration purposes only. *Shared Memory Architecture. **Sony Multi-burners R/W all standard formats Except DVD-RAM 





WIRELESS NETWORKING 





he future is here. Or so Belkin 
a> claims. This is tts new Pre-N kit 
powered by Airgos MIMO 


technology. Standing as the acronym 
does for ‘Multiple Input, Multiple 
Output’, we were promised quadrupled 
speed and range. 

Thankfully, the claims were true. 
MIMO is a revelation in wireless 
networking. Lets not get too carried 
away, though. Don't forget that MIMO is 
a pre-standard. Ratification of 802.11n is 
some time away, and while its likely 
that MIMO will comply with 
specification for this standard, its not 
definite. As a result, Belkin has labelled 
this range of kit ‘Pre-N’. 

In essence, MIMO ensures that you 
get more realistic 1O8Mbps signals. The 
technology achieves this by using two 
separate 802.119 channels, both 
transmitting at a speed of 54Mbps. This 
multi-path approach means that the 
router is transmitting on two channels 
simultaneously. Other accelerated 
wireless kit, such as Netgear and D- 
Links L1O8Mbps ranges, use techniques 
such as channel bonding — signal 
overlapping — to give better 
throughput. This approach doesn't 
comply with the 802.11g standard, and 
interfers with other wireless devices. 

The increased speed might seem 
superfluous, but it means that not only 
can the network support more users in 
a business environment, its top dollar 
for streaming video and other high- 
bandwidth uses, too. 

Security is catered for by support for 
the latest WPA specification, while 
theres also home-orientated security; a 
pop-up blocker is complemented by 
parental controls enabling you to block 
Sites and images. 


True MIMO 


Belkin MIMO Pre-N 





HARDWARE 


Treble your money, or at least the number of antennae on your kit, with Belkin’s new 
MIMO range. Currently available are the router and the PC Card. 


What's more compelling is the kit's 
range. Our large, open-plan office has 
several wireless networks in it. While 
the Pre-N kit is supposed to be more 
resistant to interference from other 
networks, we didn't find this to be as 
effective as wed hoped. But in terms of 
real-world use, we managed to get the 
kit to stretch 50 metres in built-up and 
thick-walled Bath. 

We weren't too enamoured with the 
kits throughput at first, but in terms of 
distance, its unmatched in the wireless 
world. Transfer of a 50MB zip file 
between two Pre-N enabled laptops 
connected to the Pre-N router revealed 
Startling results, with a 50MB transfer 
taking just over 30 seconds. That's over 
1.5 times the speed we've previously 


found with 802.11¢ kit. At our position 
50 metres away, with two walls and a 
road between us and the router, it took 
1.5 minutes to transfer the same data 
file at around 5Mbps. 

Pre-N will be of particular use in 
older homes, where wireless networks 
have not been so effective because of 
thicker walls. However, if Belkin wants 
to ensure success of the standard — 
oops, pre-standard — in home markets, 
it needs to release more kit, not least a 
compatible ADSL router. 

For business, Pre-N makes office- 
wide wireless networking a serious 
possibility — both between floors and 
across offices packed with wireless 
signal-distressing electronic equipment. 
Dan Grabham 


How does true MIMO increase the range of your wireless network? 
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PRICE £106 inc VAT (£90 ex VAT); 
PC Card £62 inc VAT (£52 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER 0870 766 5175 
www.broadbandbuyer.co.uk 
INFO www.belkin.com/uk 
WARRANTY Lifetime 


TYPE Wireless router 
COMPATIBILITY True MIMO, 

802.11g, 802.11b 

FREQUENCY 2.4GHz 

OPERATING CHANNELS 13 
RANGES 150m (cited, open space) 
SECURITY WPA, SPI and NAT firewall, 
VPN tunnel pass-through, Parental 
Control/Web Content Filter 
CONNECTIVITY 4x Ethernet 





LecPlus ratings 
BELKIN MIMO PRE-N 


Features 00000000 
Performance @©00000000 





Brick wall 


More receivers= better listener= better range 
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PRICE £380 (£323 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 
INFO www.canon.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


TYPE Compact Digital Camera 
EFFECTIVE PIXELS 7/1 million 
APERTURE f/2.8-5.3 

FOCAL RANGE 28-100mm 
(35mm equivalent) 

ZOOM 4.1x 

STORAGE MEDIA CF Types | and || 
(including Microdrive) 

FILE FORMATS JPEG, RAW 
DISPLAY 1.8in TFT 
INTERFACE USB 1.1 


POWER Rechargeable Lithium lon 





CANON POWERSHOT S70 
VELTS 00000000 
000000000 

Performance @©0000000 
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PRICE £70 (£60 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Simply Computers 
0870 727 2110 

INFO www.pinnaclesys.com 
WARRANTY One year 


INTERFACE PCI 

INPUTS TV antenna, composite, 
S-Video 

FORMATS MPEG-1, MPEG-2, MPEG-4, 
AVI, DV, ASE WMV, JPEG, BMP GIF 


LecPlus ratings 
PINNACLE PCTV MEDIA 
CENTER 3001 


Performance ©0009 


OVERALL 4) 
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DIGITAL CAMERA 





Canon PowerShot $70 


A) rriving only a couple of months 
after the similar S60 hit the 


shelves, the two-tone S70 features the 
very latest 1-1/8in seven megapixel 
sensor found in the new G6. Now we 
know why the S60 was fitted with a 
five megapixel not the expected six 
megapixel CCD. Even so, while the 
seven megapixel sensor doesn't quite 
have the same allure of the current top 
2/3in eight megapixel CCD, it can easily 
cope with an A3 print from an inkjet, 
and despite using the smaller size 
sensor, its barely noisier than the five 
megapixel chip it replaces. 

In most other respects, the new 
model echoes the S60, adding a 
redesigned, fresher-looking body and a 
genuine wide angle to short telephoto 
zoom lens: a 28-l00mm f/2.8-5.3 Canon 
optic. At 28mm (f/2.8), it's reasonably 
fast, but it's slow for available light 
photography at the 100mm (f/5.3) 
setting. However, with 
a standard maximum sensitivity 
of ISO400, a lot of care has 
to be taken by the user to avoid 
camera shake. Nevertheless, the 
inclusion of a 28mm option over the 
more usual 38mm will be welcomed by 


TV TUNER 








he TV tuner card has long been a 

part of the computing landscape, 
but its only with Intel and Microsoft's 
recent attempts to push the PC into the 
living room that it has started receiving a 
lot of attention. Microsoft in particular 
has finally managed to impress us with 
systems built around the latest version 
of Media Center 2005; Pinnacle is aiming 
more clearly at the upgrade market with 
this package, including TV card, remote 
and suspiciously MCE-esque software 
to upgrade your existing PC. 

Unfortunately, the comparison that 

the blue-and-green interface invites is a 


The S70 is a 
classy camera 
that produces 
detailed images. 


most digital 
photographers, 
even if the macro 
facility suffers as 
a result. 
Elsewhere, 
improvements have 
been made to provide 
a quick start-up, and the irritating 
shutter-lag has been greatly reduced. 
Of course, you still have to wait for the 
auto-focus to lock-on first, and we're 
pleased Canon has included its multi- 
point AIAF system. Visually, its a real 
treat, with the S/O dividing up the 
central two-thirds of the 1.8in screen 
with nine equal-sized segments and 
lighting the active areas to confirm 
focus. Nevertheless, AF is still slow and 
it struggles in low light, but theres a 
built-in AF-assist lamp to improve the 
odds. Our main gripe is that theres no 
option to use the 9-point AF system in 
the cameras program, semi-auto and 


The price may beat 
Microsoft, but that’s 
about as much as you 
can Say in its favour. 


distinctly unflattering 
one. Basic playback 
of music and photos 
works well enough, 
but it looks rough- 
edged, and the 
remote control is 
instantly irritating; a 
Sluggish response 
time makes it easy to mis-select things, 
and various control buttons dont serve 
a consistent function. 

The business of actually watching 
TV isnt much fun, either Despite the 
firmware update youre forced to 
complete on installation, the software 
will only recognise the TV antenna to 
accept an incoming signal — the S- 
Video port languishes unsupported. 
The automatic channel scan is 
extremely picky about what sort of 
signal it will pick up, and the TV listing 
service requires a third-party service in 
a separate browser window — one of 





ee 


metered manual exposure modes; 
youre stuck with a single AF point. And, 
once images are captured, browsing is 
sluggish as well. 

Other than this, the cameras 
pedigree is clearly on show. The S/0 
handles well, offers point and shoot 
simplicity, and as much control as you 
could hope for, rivalling the G6 in many 
instances. Detractors will cite the purple- 
fringing occasionally visible in large 
prints, and the three-minute maximum 
movie clip with sound falls short of 
much of the competition in this class. 
But the S/O is still a top camera. 

Kevin Carter 


Pinnacle PCTV Media Center 


many occasions where you've got to 
abandon the remote control and reach 
for your mouse. 

The similarities to Media Center are 
confined to those wed rather see 
disregarded: the media management 
program cant be operated through the 
remote control, and the system 
requirements are high; we experienced 
sluggish performance, despite matching 
the recommended specification. The 
MediaManager software isn't that 
appealing, either. While the interface is 
clean and easy to use, theres none of 
the advanced search or organisation 
features offered by the current crop of 
free music players. 

As a whole, its a distinctly 
unsatisfactory experience that wed 
hesitate to inflict on a desktop PC, much 
less something that youd want in your 
living-room. The low price ups the 
appeal significantly — this isn’t much 
more than youd expect to pay for an 
MCE install disc, before you consider the 
cost of the remote, TV card, and the 
hassle required to get them working — 
but you get a considerably 
compromised service in return. 

Jon Hicks 





PRICE £1,199 (£1,020 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Dell 0870 152 4699 
INFO www.dell.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


NATIVE RESOLUTION 1 280x768dpi 
INPUTS D-Sub, DVI-I, audio-in, 2x 
SCART, 2x composite, 2x S-Video, 2x 
component TV aerial, 5x audio jack 
VIEWABLE ANGLE 170 degrees 
horizontal and vertical 

PIXEL PITCH 0.391mm 

RESPONSE TIME 25ms 
CONTRAST RATIO 500:1 
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Features 
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PRICE £336 (£286 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.overclockers.co.uk 
INFO www.hyundaiq.com 
WARRANTY Three years on-site 


NATIVE RESOLUTION 1,280x1,024dpi 
INPUTS D-Sub, DVI-I, Audio-In, 

USB 2.0 

VIEWABLE ANGLE 150 degrees 
horizontal, 135 degrees vertical 
PIXEL PITCH 0.264 mm 

RESPONSE TIME 12ms 

CONTRAST RATIO 500:1 
BRIGHTNESS 300 cd/m’ 

WEIGHT 3.8k¢ 
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26ın LCD MONITOR/TV 








B) ridging the gap between large 
but low resolution TV sets and 
smaller, high definition computer 
monitors, the new Dell 26in W2600 
aims to provide solutions to both 
viewing requirements in one sleek and 
slimline package. laking it out of the 
box (with some care, as it weighs 
almost 20kg with the base attached), 
the first thing you notice is its slick 
design and high build quality. The 
immaculate finish will look right at 
home in the smartest office or the 
swankiest living-room. 


17ın LCD MONITOR 





L) CD monitors can be split into 
two species: those that are bang 
on for image quality straight out of the 
box, and those that need a little TLC to 
bring out their best. The problem is, the 
need for a spot of fettling is usually 
symptomatic of underlying flaws. So it 
is with this 17in from Hyundai. 

Make no mistake, this is by no 
means a poor display. A quick glance at 
the specification list reveals an up-to- 
the-minute panel boasting the latest 
12ms fast pixel response technology, 


Dell W2600 LCD TV 


You don't even have 
to choose between TV 
and PC - this will 
display them both! 


As a computer 
monitor, the native 
resolution of 
1,280x/68 pixels isn't 
high considering the 
large, 26in widescreen 
screen, especially 
with some 23in LCD 
monitors now 
boasting resolutions 
of 1,920x1,200. 
However, the picture is sharp enough in 
practice and you only really notice the 
dots of the lower resolution screen if 
youre sitting too close for comfort. 

Further reinforcing the fact that the 
Dell is best viewed from a metre away 
(or more), theres no desk-friendly tilt 
adjustment in the stand, but theres 
plenty of swivel available. In short, the 
screen is much happier sitting on a TV 
pedestal, or screwed to the wall once 
the stand has been removed, than it is 
sat on a desk. For connection to 
anything and everything, the screen 


It’s a looker, but 
Hyundai's finest can’t 
compete with the best 
17in displays. 


strong on-paper 
viewing angles and 
competitive contrast 
and brightness. As is 
so often the case 
with LCD displays, 
however, the quoted 
specifications don't 
tell the whole story, 
Take the impressive 
brightness rating of 
300cd/m?, for instance. At full reheat, 
this is a retina-searing monitor, yet it 
also lacks detail and looks extremely 
washed out. Ramping up the contrast 
setting brings lost colours and subtlety 
back, but you're then left with a display 
thats bright rather than scorching. 
Viewing angles, likewise, fall short of 
the near-perfection now set by the 
very best LCD monitors. 

What's more, panel pedants will no 
doubt note the slightly cool and blue 
colour temperature. Although a full 
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Sprouts connections from all over its 
back panel and down one side. These 
include two SCART sockets, two lots of 
composite video and S-Video sockets, 
two HDTV component connections 
and, of course, a TV aerial socket, as 
well as five pairs of RCA audio input 
jacks. PC connectors include both 
analogue VGA and digital DVI-HDCP 
inputs, plus a stereo audio input and 
even an optional media card reader. 

When it comes to the all-important 
area of picture quality, the Dell has 
excellent colour rendition, superb tonal 
range and good sharpness. Add to 
that a reasonable response time of 
25ms and the picture is well able to 
keep up with fast-paced computer 
games and DVDs. You can also watch 
two things at once, with simple 
controls for displaying two 4:3 pictures 
side by side on the screen, or in 
various other configurations. The 
screen sounds great, in spite of only 
being 100cm deep, with a high quality 
15W per channel SRS TruSurround XT 
virtual sound system built-in, along 
with a 12-band equaliser. This is a 
superb piece of kit that makes just 
about anything look and sound good. 
Matthew Richards 


Hyundai ImageQuest 017+ 


range of colour adjustments is available 
via the OSD menu in VGA mode, 
Hyundai has made them off-limits for 
DVI connectivity. You'll have to tweak 
your Windows display driver or use 
third party software if you prefer a 
warmer setting. Making matters worse, 
colour accuracy isn't a strong point 
either. We noted pronounced banding 
in our colour gradient test. 

We have no complaints with the 
12ms pixel response claim. The dark 
and moody visuals of Doom 3 are the 
toughest test of pixel response we 
know, and the Q1/+ passes with flying 
colours. This is a seriously nippy screen. 
Fast-paced film sequences also benefit, 
though at 1/in in girth, theres not 
enough screen real estate for 
comfortable movie watching. 

We like the sturdy double-hinged 
chassis. It's not as slick as the Samsung 
SyncMaster 1/2x, and lacks rotation for 
portrait document editing, but it does 
enable easy wall mounting. That said, 
were less smitten with the integrated 
speakers. They're a weedy waste of 
Space, and sum up our general apathy 
towards this monitor. 

Jeremy Laird 


3D RENDERING 








nce upon a time, there was a 
workstation market with 
hugely expensive hardware 


running hugely expensive software, all 
doing very clever things. There are still 
vestiges of this in scientific and 
financial computing, but the PC 
revolution slashed the price of many 
solutions to the point where they've 
become available for pin money. 

One other outpost of the 
workstation world that follows the 
traditional ethic is 3D visualisation. 
While you can buy something like 
Bryce 5 for £200, it's a toy compared to 
what the big name leaders are capable 
of. And theres no bigger name, and no 
more dominating a leader, than 3D 
Studio Max, which has been through a 
couple of rounds of corporate pinball 
before ending up on the Discreet 
product list. Discreet isn't the most 
familiar name in the world of 
computers, but anyone who works in 
media will know of Flame, Combustion 
and Flint, which produce high-speed 
animation and special effects in many 
TV and film studios. 

3DS Max, meanwhile, is a staple in 
games design, architectural visualisation, 
and film and TV work. This is not a 
product for dabblers and amateurs. 
The learning curve isn’t So much steep 
as vertical, and while some basic 
familiarity with 3D is enough to make a 
Start, the thousands of options, widgets, 
settings, menus, plug-ins, mappers, 
shaders and rendering features make 
it unlikely anyone will start producing 
high-quality output without a run-up of 
a month or six. 

But is it any good? There are two 
big differences between this level of 
product and the budget options. The 
first is that 3DS Max uses whatever 
OpenGL or Direct3D features are built 
into your graphics card to speed up 
previews. This means that the basic 
viewport previews can render almost 
instantly, and makes animation much 
easier. Youre not limited to wireframe 
renderings here, as some texture 
support is included. 

The other difference is the 
overwhelming range of available 
options and facilities. Basic cone, circle, 
cube and other primitives are just the 
Start, and there are pre-programmed 
options for a huge range of more 
complicated shapes, many of which 
are soft and folded rather than hard 
and rigid. Absolutely any parameter can 
be animated. Theres also a Reactor 
feature, which models physical reality, 
This is especially useful when applied 
to groups of objects. You can, for 
example, include a pile of items in a 





SOFTWARE 


Discreet 3D Studio Max 7 





Once you've got to grips with the software, making three-dimensional faces is easy. 
3D Studio Max will increase your creativity — there’s little doubt about that. 





The animation features available in 3D Studio Max 7 enable users to hand-draw 
detailed keyframing of anything and everything they choose. 


box and 3DS Max will calculate realistic 
individual trajectories and orientations for 
all of them if you tip over the box and 
spill them onto simulated ground. 

If you've ever read a PC gaming 
magazine, you'll already be familiar with 
what 3DS Max can do with game 
characters. For a long time, these images 
had a rather plastic look, but recent 
advances in the product have made 
lifelike shading and textures much easier 
to achieve. In capable hands, true 
photorealistic output is possible, but to 
get results to this level, you'll need to 
spend almost as much money again 
(beyond the base price) on external plug- 
ins. These are optimised to control fine 
details such as skin, hair and clothing. 
One feature thats absent in the core 
product is some form of wizarding or 
grouping to achieve specific ends. Some 
of the available plug-ins help with this, 
but theres no avoiding the fact that 
getting the best results takes a lot of time 
and work. 

Existing owners will be impressed by 
the latest features, which are listed in a 
small booklet that runs to nearly 100 


pages. One of the most significant 
additions is the inclusion of Character 
Studio. This used to be a standalone 
plug-in, but is now part of the main 
product. It makes and animates 
figures and shapes, both 
individually and in groups, and 
the Mental Ray rendering option 
has been enhanced to allow for 
impressive translucency effects. 
You can now paint, push, prod 
and poke underlying object 
meshes with a range of intuitive 
tools that are less cumbersome 
than the traditional digital clay 
model used by most other packages. 
And for game designers, theres a 
walkthrough option that enables you to 
move through a scene to provide a kind 
of game preview. While animating, 
parameters can be grouped to make 
them easier to work with. 

Overall, this is a professional 
product with a professional price tag. 
This puts it out of the reach of many, 
but for anyone with an interest in 3D, 
its something to aspire to. 

Richard Wentk 





PRICE £3,155 (£2,695 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Jigsaw724 0870 730 6868 
INFO wwwdiscreet.com 


CPU 500MHz or faster 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows 2000 or XP 


Why would you buy 3D 
Studio Max? Realistically, 
you probably wouldn't. 
When a piece of software 
costs more than most PCs, it 
needs some very persuasive 
reasons to make it attractive. 
For professionals, it's an 
easy Sell. But for everyone 
else, Lightwave and other 
competing products will do 
most of what 3D Studio does 
for a fraction of the price, 
and with a less terrifying 
learning curve. 





Translucency and ambient 
lighting (radiosity) effects are a 
3D Studio Max strong point. 


LecPlus ratings 
DISCREET 3D STUDIO 

MAX 7 
CD 
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PRICE £132 (£112 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Protac 0870 120 5370 
INFO wwwecs.uk.com 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU LGA775 Pentium 4 (Prescott) 
CHIPSET Intel 925XE 

MEMORY 4x DDR2 533MHz (4GB Max) 
EXPANSION 1x PCI Express X16, 2x 
PCI Express X1, 3x PCI, 2x IDE, 

1x floppy, 4x SATA RAID, 2x SATA RAID, 
1x 10/100/1000 Ethernet, 1x 10/100 
Ethernet, 2x PS/2, 1x serial, 1x parallel, 
5x audio, 2x SPDIF 6x USB 2.0, 

2x |EEE1394 

DIMENSIONS 305x244mm 





ECS PF21 EXTREME 

Value 000000 
000000000 
000000000 


Features 


Performance 


PRICE £132 (£112 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Overclockers UK www. 
overclockers.co.uk 0870 443 0880 
INFO http://uk.giga-byte.com 
WARRANTY One year 


CPU Socket 939 Athlon 64/FX 
CHIPSET nForce4 

MEMORY 4x DDR400 (4GB Max) 
EXPANSION 1x PCI Express X16, 
2x PCI Express X1, 3x PCI, 2x IDE, 1x 


floppy, 4x SATA Il RAID, 4x SATA RAID, <. A 


2x 10/100/1000 Ethernet, 2x PS/2, 1x 
serial, 1x parallel, 6x audio, 2x SPDIF 
8x USB 2.0, 2x IEEE1394b 
DIMENSIONS 305x244mm 


GL d 
GIGABYTE GA-K8NXP-9 


Value 00000000 





00000000009 
00000000 


Features 








Performance 


| 
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HARDWARE 


PENTIUM 4 MOTHERBOARD 







CS has been trying to make 

inroads into the lucrative 
enthusiast market for some time now, 
but its choice of mainstream chipsets 
has seen limited success. The PF21 
Extreme sees a fundamental shift on 
this front, and by building a feature rich 
motherboard around Intels most 
expensive and most up-to-date 
desktop chipset, it could finally stand a 
chance of taking on the likes of Asus, 
MSI, Gigabyte, et al. 

The 925XE chipset is an updated 

version of the 925X, offering support for 


ATHLON 64 MOTHERBOARD 





igabytes obscurely-named 

KSNXP-9 comes with the full 
gamut of Gigabyte extras that have 
helped elevate the company’s solutions 
to must-have status. 

The big selling point for the nForce4 
chipset Is that it brings support for PCI 
Express as well as SATA II RAID to the 
Athlon 64 platform. Gigabyte has taken 
this already strong base configuration 
and integrated a Silicon Image SATA 
controller, which boasts four SATA ports 
of its own. Dual gigabit Ethernet 


ECS PF21 Extreme 





ECS has replaced the 
parallel port with a fan 
that keeps the power 
circuitry cool. 


processors running 
on the 1066MHz 
FSB (it's actually 
running on a 266MHz 
bus, but thanks to 
the Pentium 4's 
quad-pumped 
architecture, it has an 
effective bus speed 
of 1O66MHz). None of 
the normal Pentium 
4s run on this bus yet, but as the 4GHz 
part has been canned, you can expect 
a slew of new 1066MHz Pentium 4's. 
The 925XE offers support for 
533MHz DDR2 memory, which means 
you can run the memory bus and 
the FSB synchronously for the best 
performance. In testing, we found the 
difference the faster FSB makes to 
overall performance is nominal to 
almost non-existent, but ECS does offer 
the ability to overclock the FSB up to 
1200MEHz, which will appeal to its 
intended target audience. 


Gigabyte throws every 
feature it can think 

of at its latest Athlon 
64 motherboard. 


controllers, a pair of 
IEEE1394b ports, eight 
USB 2.0 ports, 8- 
channel AC-97 audio 
and wireless 802.11 
networking conspire 
to make this a 
flexible and forward- 
looking option that 
will happily power 
the likes of the 
Athlon FX-53 as well as the latest spins 
of the Socket 939 Athlon 64 processors. 
With so many features on offer, it 
would be understandable if the K8NXP- 
9 was cramped in places, but thanks to 
the decision to put the PCI Express X1 
Slots between the processor and the 
graphics interface, the components are 
easily accessible. This means that the 
graphics card extends over the chipset 
fan, but we had no problems with this 
configuration during testing. Gigabytes 
Xpress Install software setup is one of 





= 
PERRORMANCE 
AWARD 


In terms of performance, the PF21 
Extreme didn't exactly disappoint, but 
the performance return on the cost 
of the motherboard makes it hard to 
recommend for mainstream use. If 
you do want the best performance 
out there, this is a solid enough option, 
as proved by the SYSMark2004 rating of 
197 The 3DMark2003 and 3DMark2005 
scores of 7561 and 3,011 are both 
impressive for the Radeon X/00 
graphics card used for testing, and the 
memory performance of 4,848MB/s is 
one of the fastest figures we've seen 
as well. 

You get plenty of extras in the box, 
ranging from SATA cables and AIX back 
plate through to more esoteric goodies 
such as the TopHat flash unit, which 
makes restoring the BIOS to its original 
State a breeze. You'll also find a USB 
802.11b/g wireless networking dongle in 
here, which is a neat idea that works 
well, and is fairly portable too. 

IF you need the best performance, 
and want a reasonable amount of 
features for your money at the same 
time, the PF21 Extreme is definitely 
worth considering. But the money 
could be put to better use elsewhere. 
Alan Dexter 


Gigabyte GA-K8NXP-9 


the best driver interfaces around, 
restarting the machine as necessary. 
No user intervention is needed, which 
will be of keen interest to those that 
have to build multiple machines at the 
same time. 

The motherboard was stable during 
testing. The performance garnered from 
the test system was impressive, 
particularly in the 3D tests — scores of 
7156 and 2,959 in 3DMark2005 and 
3DMark2005 respectively. The memory 
performance was strong too at 
5,/33MB/s, although Afis new Express 
200P chipset has the upper hand here. 
The SYSMark 2004 score of 167 makes 
this a good all-round performer. 

Aimed unapologetically at the 
enthusiast that wants it all, the K8NXP-9 
sets the standard by which others will 
be judged. The performance on offer is 
matched only by the systems stability, 
making for the perfect combination of 
reliability and power. The only 
downside is that it does require a 
rather costly initial outlay, but then the 
feature set does warrant that price tag, 
and its not as if youre going to feel 
you haven't had your money's worth. 
Alan Dexter 








PRICE £1,199 (£1,020 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £40 (£34 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Evesham 0870 160 9500 
INFO www.evesham.com 
WARRANTY lwo years on-site, third 
year return to base 


CPU AMD Athlon 64 3500+ 

RAM 1GB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC Nvidia nForce4 

HDD 250GB Maxtor SATA 

DRIVES Sony 16x Dual Layer DVD+RW, 
Sony DVD-ROM 16x 

GRAPHICS WinFast Nvidia 6600 GT 
PCI-Express (128MB) 

SCREEN 17in ViewSonic VX715 TFT 
SOUND Integrated nForce4 
SPEAKERS 71 Creative Labs 

Inspire 17700 

COMMS 56K modem, 2x Gigabit 
Ethernet 

PORTS 6x USB 2.0, 2x 6-pin FireWire, 
2x PS/2, Serial, Parallel, Audio, 
Headphones, Mic 

OS Microsoft Windows XP Home 
Edition 

SOFTWARE Microsoft Works 8, 
Pinnacle Instant CD/DVD SE, Studio9 
SE, EZ Antivirus 


PCPlus 


2004 BENCHMARK INDEX 
1 2 3 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2003 


6,000 8,000 10,000 12,000 


PCPlus 


3DMARK 2005 


1,000 2,000 3,000 4,000 


The MSI nForce4 motherboard 
found inside this machine is a 
powerful and versatile beast. 
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ATHLON 64 3500+ DESKTOP PC 











The release of new hardware 
is usually associated with 
cutting-edge machines that 


outperform everything that has gone 
before, but that will also set you back a 
sizeable chunk of cash. Evesham is 
well-versed in the art of piecing 
together such sought after systems, but 
for every other manufacturer, the real 
money is to be made by producing 
something a little more mainstream. 
The Axis nForce R is the company’s 
latest offering aimed at general use, 
and as a snapshot of what you can 
expect from such a machine, it paints 
an Impressive image. 

The new technology at the heart of 
this machine is a motherboard, or more 
accurately a chipset. AMD selected 
Nvidia as its launch partner for the 
Athlon 64, and while the original spin 
of the nForce3 didn't quite live up to 
expectations, the second Iteration did, 
and can be found inside many an 
Athlon 64 machine. The nForce4 
chipset, or rather chip (it is a single chip 
solution as the memory controller is 
integrated inside 
the CPU), boasts 
an Impressive 
array of features 
that would happily 
grace the most 
powerful 
machines. 

The Axis 
nForce R sees 
another outing for 
Eveshams newer, 
more sober 
looking case. This 
doesnt look as 


flashy as some of its predecessors, but 
it is reassuringly heavy and roomy. 
Were not too enamoured by the 
cheap-looking flap on the machines 
facia though, and the lack of a reset 
Switch does frustrate somewhat. 

This new chassis appears to be a 
tool-free design from the outside, but 
once inside you'll need your trusty 
screwdriver to do anything serious. The 
good news is that you can remove the 
side of the case without having to 
fiddle around with any thumb screws; 
just flick the lever and youre in. This 
makes those little tweaks that much 
easier, and don't worry about the 
security aspect of this approach either; 
a set of keys have been included too. 


Inner space 

Once inside, the most striking 
impression is one of space and 
tidiness. This is a larger case than 
most, and the lack of a bracing bar 
means that you get a large 
unpartitioned cavern to play with. This 
is amplified by the relatively small 
power supply, which seems dwarfed 
by the area set aside for it. The good 
news is that the top of the case is free 
from the usual mess of power cables 
that blights most machines, and access 
to the back of the optical drives and 
the processor is much easier than we 
are used to. 

Evesham has elected to employ 
one of the more affordable Athlon 64 
processors for the brains of this 
machine, and while we would 
obviously like to see something even 
faster, the 3500+ running at 2.2GHz is a 
reasonable offering at this price point. 


Evesham Axis nForce R 


The onboard 7.1 AC 97 audio isn't 
really in the same league as Intel's 
HDA or a standalone soundcard, but 
it’s perfectly acceptable. 


It's certainly fast enough for most 
common tasks, and it does mean that 
you dont need a ridiculous cooler to 
keep temperatures down. 

Two 512MB sticks of DDR400 give a 
healthy 1GB of memory to throw your 
applications and data around in. This is 
fairly speedy stuff too, as demonstrated 
by the Sisoftware Sandra memory 
throughput result of 5900MB/s. We did 
notice that the memory bus is running 
slightly faster than it should be at 
201IMHz as opposed to the 
recommended 200MHz, but this is a 
minor point and won't have a massive 
effect on that throughput. With two 
memory slots free, any upgrade will be 
Straightforward enough, although you 
wont need to upgrade for some time 
to come with such a generous 
specification to start with. 

Evesham has selected MSIs 
implementation of the nForce4 chipset, 
and this adds a number of extras to 
the already strong feature list. This 
includes a pair of IEEE1594a ports, an 
additional four-port SATA controller and 
dual gigabit Ethernet ports. Theres 
plenty of room around the major 
components, including the often 
crowded memory slots, thanks to the 
decision to put the two empty 1x PCI 
Express Slots between the processor 
and the 16x PCI Express slot. 

On the drive front, you get a single 
250GB SATA hard drive from Maxtor for 
your money, which is about right for a 
modern machine. This drive packs a 
fairly impressive 16MB cache to help 
speed up drive access, although the 
drive throughput as measured by 
Sandra of 43MB/s is no faster than 





previous versions. lt does have an 
effect on the every day use though, 
and is a contributing factor to the 
overall SYSMark 2004 result of 186, 
which is very strong indeed, especially 
for this processor. 

You get a pair of Sony DVD drives 
installed by default, one a 16x DVD- 
ROM unit, the other a dual layer 
DVD+RW writer, which is also capable of 
writing at 16x speeds (if you can find 
compatible media). Theres no floppy 
drive in this case though, and while 
were eager to leave legacy devices 
behind, the floppy does still have its 
uses. The fact that you'll find a floppy 
diskette containing RAID drivers inside 
the box proves that neatly enough. 
Theres no card reader included either, 
SO you really are stuck when it comes 
to moving smaller files around. 

The graphics subsystem has 
become a defining facet of the modern 
PC, and the Axis nForce R doesn't 
deviate from the script here. Even 
budget machines now boast deft 
graphics engines, and the Leadtek 


USB 2.0, 6-pin FireWire, even serial and 
parallel - it’s all on offer here, and there 
are even additional ports on the front. 





WinFast PX6600 GT is extremely able. 
This is an Nvidia GeForce 6600 GT 
solution, calling on 128MB of DDR 
memory running at 500MHz (the same 
as the GPU), to pack its punch. This 
gives you a theoretical data bandwidth 
of 16GB/s and a maximum fill rate of 
some 4 billion texels per second. In 
other words, this is a mainstream 
graphics card that can take on the pack 
leaders of the previous generation and 
beat them easily, It's not too far behind 
the current cream of the crop, either. 

In terms of tangible figures and 
comparisons, the 3DMark 2003 result of 
8,219 equates to smooth frame rates 
across all of the tests, dropping only as 
low as 48fps in the most exacting 
‘nature’ section. Futuremark’s 3DMark05 
is a new comer to our benchmarking 
Suite, and is far more exacting than its 
predecessor, despite the fact that it is 
still based on the same underlying 
DirectX 9 technology. A result of 3,309 is 
fairly pedestrian admittedly, with 
average frame rates ranging from 16fps 
down to under 10fps, but it’s still not a 
terrible result. 

The question is, how does such a 
figure relate to real world performance 
and capabilities? The good news is 


A force to be reckoned with 


More evolution than revolution, Alan Dexter looks at the benefits offered by Nvidia's latest 


HARDWARE 


that this graphics processing engine is 
powerful enough to handle such next- 
generation titles as Doom Ill and Half 
Life 2, and while you may not be able 
to have all the details and effects 
turned on, or run them at ridiculous 
resolutions, you can't knock this non- 
enthusiast system too much. True 
hang-the-cost game heads will 
probably turn their collective noses up 
at such a solution, but for anyone 
interested in buying an all-round 
system that can handle everything 
currently available and likely to be 
released in the foreseeable future, this 
iS a great solution. 

This is a system that you should 
gauge any prospective purchase 
against, and ultimately, its probably the 
one you'll end up buying. The amount 
of features and the sheer power that 
you get for your money is going to be 
hard to beat. The Axis nForce R comes 
highly recommended. 

Alan Dexter 








Twin Sony DVD drives cover 
your optical concerns, and 
there’s room for expansion. 


PecPius ratings 
EVESHAM AXIS 
NFORCE R 








The nForce4 chipset is the latest evolution of 
Nvidia's motherboard logic that first saw light of day 
when the Athlon XP was the processor of choice. 
The new chipset brings AMD's Athlon 64 up-to-date 
with support for the PCI Express interface, which 
includes as a subset of its specification a 
replacement for the common AGP interface, offering 
four-times the bandwidth of its predecessor. VIA has 
already released its K8T890 chipset, which also 
offers PCI Express support, but it's the added 
features of the nForce4 chipset that should see this 
chipset dominate. 

The nForce4 is the first motherboard chipset to 
implement a Serial ATA II controller, offering support 
for 300MB/s data transfers per port, or 3Gbps for 
the whole interface. Such a high bandwidth is 
overkill for single devices, but when combined with 
port multipliers, this will enable you to connect 
twice the amount of drives while maintaining 
optimum speed. Unlike Intel, Nvidia is keen to 
maintain support for the IDE standard, including an 
Ultra ATA 133 interface in its logic. 

The latest spin of Nvidia's integrated firewall gains 
support in the form of a new ‘ActiveArmor’ engine, a 
hardware unit dedicated to inspecting TCP/IP 


packets. This shifts a lot of processing time away 
from the CPU, and equates to a noticeable 
performance boost when handling network traffic. 
There is actually going to be three different versions 
of this chipset available - the vanilla nForce4, the 
nForce4 Ultra that you'll find inside our Evesham 
machine and the as yet unreleased nForce4 SLI. The 
main difference between the standard and the Ultra 
is that the HyperTransport link is limited to 800MHz 
in the non-Ultra version. The SATA interface is 
limited to 150MB/s, but it can be used in socket 
754 (primarily Sempron) designs too, 
while the Ultra is for socket 939 and 
940 motherboards only. 

This final skew of this 

chipset is almost identical 

to the nForce4 Ultra, but with 
the added ability to work in 
conjunction with a pair of SLI- 
enabled graphics cards to produce a 
formidable gaming rig. Such a solution 
will obviously cost considerably more than 
most users will be willing to pay, but from a 
technology angle it should be quite an 
interesting option. 


You'll also find the usual gamut of technologies that 
youd expect from any modern chipset. 

Until recently, if you wanted to embrace the future, 
Intel's 915 and 925 chipsets were the only real 
options available. Nvidia’s’s nForce4 now offers a 
true alternative. I 













Manufacturers usually 

follow reference designs, 
but MSI's board is different 
to Nvidia's original. 
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A4 INKJET PRINTER 
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U) nlike many so-called direct photo 
printers, the new HP Photosmart 
7760 offers an excellent range of 
standalone features. For starters, theres 
a five-slot media card reader, 
conveniently stashed away under a 
flap on the top panel, which supports 
no less than 11 different formats of 
memory card. Better still, theres no 
need to print an index sheet to see 
what photos are on the card, because 
theres a full colour LCD panel that 
doubles as a menu display and 
preview panel for viewing photos. 


ALL-IN-ONE INKJET PRINTER 





Q": bottom end of the scale, 
so-called ‘all-in-ones’ are really 
bi-functional rather than multi- 
functional devices, shoehorning a 
scanner into the lid of an otherwise 
perfectly ordinary printer. The new 
Lexmark P6250 sets its sights rather 
higher, being one of the few models 
on the market to add not only a multi- 
format media card reader to the mix, 
but also a colour LCD panel. This is 
ideal for previewing photos from a 
media card, or direct from a camera via 


Lexmark P6250 


HP PhotoSmart 7760 


With a great range of 


a i controls, the 7760 is 
jt =, ideal for quick and 


easy photo printing. 


A wide range of 
control buttons 
enables quick access 
to anything from 
viewing a slideshow 
of your shots on the 
LCD screen to 
zooming, rotating 
and changing the 
size of your photos 
before printing. Using 
the more advanced controls, you can 
enhance photos, altering the 
brightness, adding a picture frame or 
making use of colour effects. Fire up 
your PC and you can also email photos 
direct from the memory card or save 
them to your hard drive. 

Standard issue includes HP's tried 
and tested No 5/ tri-colour cartridge 
and No 58 photo cartridge, which adds 
photo-cyan, magenta and black to the 
mix. Using this line-up, you get high 
quality, six-ink photo-printing with 
excellent colour and contrast, although 





It’s white and silver 
finish may look great, 
but its photo output is 
a disappointment. 


its PictBridge port, 
before printing them. 

Indeed, the P6250 
sets out its stall as a 
photo printing device, 
rather than a general 
purpose printer, but 
its here that it runs 
into trouble. But first 
the good news. The 
printer is kitted out 
with a plethora of control buttons and 
the LCD panel doubles as a smart 
menu display, easing you through a 
wide range of photocopying and 
printing features. It'S very intuitive, in 
spite of the wide range of options for 
different paper types, resizing and copy 
quantity settings. 

In our tests, the P6250 was very 
Slow to print a mono text in its normal 
quality setting, taking almost a minute 
to output a single A4 page. In fairness, 
you can speed things up by swapping 


HARDWARE 


HP's Premium Plus Photo paper doesnt 
give quite such high gloss results as 
the Canon or Epson equivalents. 

The Photosmart 7760 is also adept 
at mono and general purpose colour 
printing but, to do this cost effectively 
and at high speed, you'll need to invest 
in the optional No 56 black cartridge, 
which costs around £16. At least you 
get a cartridge storage holder free with 
the printer, which stops the ink drying 
out prematurely. Another option is the 
No 59 Photo Grey cartridge: a delight for 
black and white photos, giving great 
tonal range and accuracy in printing. 

Adding to the overall convenience, 
there are separate paper input trays for 
A4 and 10x15cm pages, with a simple 
lever for selecting the media size you 
want to use. The 7/60 can output 
borderless prints at both sizes. All in all, 
this is a very well thought out printer 
for both general purpose and photo 
output. Running costs aren't the 
cheapest but, as with almost all HP 
inkjet printers, you'll get new print 
heads with each and every cartridge 
you buy, maintaining the quality level 
almost indefinitely. It's a very good buy 
at the price. 

Matthew Richards 


out the photo cartridge for a black one, 
HP-style; turning the Lexmark into a 
four-ink rather than a six-ink printer. 
Doing this makes the printer much 
more usable as a standalone mono or 
colour photocopier and results are 
good on plain paper. 

Switching back to photo output, 
which is what the P6250 is designed to 
do, things take a turn for the worse. 
Using Lexmark’s own Premium Glossy 
Photo paper, our test photos took on a 
lacklustre quality, in terms of colour and 
contrast. Also, whereas most modern 
inkjets produce glossy photos that are 
touch dry, the Lexmark prints were still 
positively sticky after half an hour. 

More bad news is that the P6250 
takes a tardy three minutes and 10 
seconds to produce a single 10x15cm 
photo in best quality mode, and ink 
cartridge costs work out to a hefty 75p 
per mono page and 84p for colour. In 
short, the Lexmark has almost nothing 
to recommend tt. If youTe after a 
photo-friendly MFD, youre much better 
off with Epsons new RX420, which 
costs little over half the price and is 
much cheaper to run. 

Matthew Richards 
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PRICE £130 (£110 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER HP 0845 270 4222 
INFO www.hp.com/uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 4,800x1,200dpi 
PRINT SPEED 21ppm mono, 

16ppm colour 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 100 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES A4, A5, A6, B5, C6, DL 
INTERFACE USB 2.0, 5-in-1 

card reader 

DIMENSIONS 450x390x180mm 
WEIGHT 6.26Kg 





HP PHOTOSMART 7760 
Value 00000000 
000000000 

Performance @©0000000 


Features 








PRICE £155 (£132 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Lexmark 0870 444 0044 
INFO www.lexmark.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year 


PRINT RESOLUTION 4,800x1,200dpi 
SCAN RESOLUTION 1,200x2,400dpi 
PRINT SPEED 22ppm mono, 

15ppm colour 

INPUT TRAY CAPACITY 100 sheets 
MEDIA SIZES Credit card to A4 
INTERFACE USB 2.0, Flash Memory 
Cards, PictBridge 

DIMENSIONS 493x417x236mm 
WEIGHT 4.8Kg 





Features 000000 


Performance @@ 





OVERALL 











PRICE £1,363 (£1,160 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER IBM 0870 010 2508 
INFO www.ibm.co.uk 
WARRANTY One year on-site 


CPU Intel Pentium 4 3.2GHz EM64T 
RAM 1GB PC3200 ECC Registered 
CORE LOGIC Intel E7210 

HDD 2x 160GB Maxtor DiamondMax 
Plus 9 SATA/150 

HDD CONTROLLERS Adaptec SATA 
HostRAID 1x ATA/100 

NETWORK Embedded Intel 

Gigabit Ethernet 

OTHER |BM ServerGuide and Director 
software included 





The external ports support 
legacy peripherals, with both 
serial and parallel on offer. 


IBM ESERVER XSERIES 206 
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HARDWARE 


3.2GHz PENTIUM 4 SERVER 








BM has always resisted the 
temptation to redesign its 
entry-level products. The latest 


xSeries 206 on review is a fine example 
because, despite delivering Intels latest 
EM64T processor technology, the 
industrial-strength chassis hasn't 
changed for a number of years. 

The trademark carry handle on 
the top panel is still here, while 
physical security extends to a lockable 
side panel. Plenty of storage is provided 
by a pair of 160GB Maxtor SATA/150 
drives in removable carriers, and the 
cage has room for a third drive. 
Internally, the 206 is reasonably tidy, 
with a large bracing-bar running the 
entire length of the chassis (that's easy 
enough to remove). Cooling isn't a 
strong point, with just a single fan at 
the rear of the chassis, one on the 
processor and nothing for the hard 
disk bay. On a more positive note, 

IBM was an early adopter of tool-free 
maintenance, so you'll find most 
components are held in place with 
plastic locking clips that are easy to 
remove for upgrades and maintenance. 

A brief tour around IBMS 
motherboard shows that the only new 
component is the processor Itself, with 
the latest Pentium 4 Nocona module 
and its 64-bit extensions in residence. 
Simultaneous 32/64-bit processing 
wont cut any ice with small 
businesses, but the larger IMB of L2 
cache will offer some 
improvements in performance. 
Heat output from the larger 
cache complement is 
significantly higher, but the 
large heatsink bolted over the 
processor is quite capable of 
dispersing this. From a design 
perspective, theres nothing 
really new with this server as 
IBM has taken the simple 
expedient of dropping the latest 
processor in its standard box. 
Realistically, all server vendors 
will have to fall into line, 
because these new processors are the 
next step in Intel's roadmap and will 
replace earlier models. The biggest 
benefit is price, with the new modules 
costing up to 30 per cent less than 
their predecessors. 

A number of features are 
unavailable because the older 
motherboard still uses an E7210 core 
logic chipset. It supports the faster 
800MHZz FSB (Front Side Bus), but DDR2 
memory and PCI Express are off the 
menu for the 206. Instead, the price 
includes a decent 1GB of PC3200 DDR 
memory expandable to 4GB. The hard 
disks are serviced by a simple 


IBM eServer xSeries 206 





IBM's entry-level server range is less unattractive than many rivals, and the trademark 
carry-handle on the top panel makes it far more manoeuvrable, despite its weight. 


embedded Adaptec 
SATA HostRAID 
controller, which 
provides a pair of 
interfaces on the 
motherboard and 
supports RAID-0 and 
-1 striped and mirrored 
arrays. If you want to 
fill up the third disk 
bay, you'll need to fit 
an extra SATA 
controller, though 
theres plenty of room 
to expand because 
the server offers a 
pair of 64-bit and a triplet of 32-bit 
PCI slots. The vertical expansion slot 
is an unusual feature and it takes an 
optional SO-DIMM card with a single 
port Adaptec Ultra320 SCSI controller. 

IBM never supplies its review 
systems with an OS preinstalled, but at 
least this gave us an opportunity to test 
its ServerGuide software. Supplied on a 
bootable CD-ROM, this utility takes you 
through setting up the hard disks, 
creating a system partition, installing 
drivers and loading your chosen 
operating system. The RAID controller 
can be configured at this stage as IBM's 
ServeRAID utility is also loaded. 

IBMs Director provides a good 
level of features and is the standard 
software tool for remotely managing 
all of its workstations, laptops and 
servers. Each system requires an agent 
loaded locally, but with this in place, 
you can keep a close eye on critical 
system components such as 
processors, memory and cooling fans, 
and link errors or failures to a wide 





The 160GB Maxtor hard drives are 
positioned in removable carriers, and 
there’s space inside for a third HDD. 


selection of event actions, including 
network broadcast, email, SNMP trap 
and even newsgroup postings. 
Directors main interface is a tidy set- 
up, with three columns gathering 
together groups, individual systems 
and preconfigured tasks. The latter 
function is easy to use, and if you 
wanted to run an inventory, remote 
control or a resource monitoring 
session, youd select the task and drag 
it to the relevant system or group 
where it automatically fires up. 

With the xSeries 206, IBM is 
offering a solid if somewhat 
uninspiring entry-level server package. 
If you want features such as DDR2 
memory and PCI Express, look 
elsewhere. As a general office 
workhorse with good management 
features, the 206 is an excellent choice. 
Dave Mitchell 








PRICE £70 (£60 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.dabs.com 
INFO www.namo.com 


CPU 166MHz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


WebEditor may not rival the 
might of the heavyweight 
applications but there's enough 
to keep the most ambitious 
first time author busy for some 
time. And with support from its 
complimentary titles, the suite 
provides a comprehensive 
range of tools. 





NAMO WEBEDITOR 6 SUITE 
Value 000000000 
0000000 
000000 





Features 


CID 
CED 
CEOD 


Performance 


OVERALL 





PRICE £70 (£60 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 
INFO www.jasc.com 


CPU 300MHZz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 98 SE or later 


This is a mildly cut-down 
version of PSP at a mildly 
cut down price. If you're 

new to photo-editing, this 

is a complicated entry-point, 
but one that has lots of room 
for growth. 


JASC PAINT SHOP 
PRO STUDIO 





Value 009000000 





000000000 
00000000 


Features 


Performance 


OVERALL 
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SOFTWARE 


WEB AUTHORING 


Namo WebEditor 6 Suite 
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The new interface 
makes WebEditor 6 an 
even easier application 
to get to grips with. 


WebEditor makes 
things easier by 
providing a range 
of templates and 
wizards that make 
it more comparable 
with NetObjects 





n a market dominated by 

Dreamweaver, GoLive and 
FrontPage, you could be forgiven for 
writing off such lesser-known titles as 
Namos Webkditor, but to do 
so would mean overlooking a title 
that may be the solution to your 
web authoring requirements. The 
heavyweight titles all have their 
Strengths and weaknesses but, with 
the exception of FrontPage, a certain 
level of background knowledge is 
required before you can fully make use 
of such industry-standard applications. 


IMAGE EDITOR 





Fusion, but dig a little 
deeper and you'll 
soon discover that 
the suite provides 
an impressive range of features that 
extend into the regions of dynamic 
content, with support for ASP PHP and 
JSP scripts as well as ODBC, MySQL, 
TCP/IP and JDBC database connections. 

The suites main title is WebEditor 
itself. Its revised interface makes the 
creation of new web content an 
absolute doddle. However, you're 
initially rellant on predefined site 
Structures, and the Americanised 
templates leave much to the 
imagination. But this isn’t a design tool. 
Like Dreamweaver, the interface 





presents itself through a variety of 
modes, including Edit, a WYSIWYG 
layout and the raw HTML, as well as 
providing a split screen approach. A 
contextual Inspector panel, again with 
influences from Dreamweaver, adapts 
to suit currently selected content while 
the Site Manager provides an overview 
of your site in hierarchical form. 

Using such features, creating and 
editing new pages becomes easy, 
while the various available wizards 
cater for your Initial site creation 
requirements and subsequent media 
insertion and scripted elements. Little 
coding knowledge is necessary 
as demonstration animations make it 
quite clear what youte adding and 
how you can amend things. 

The suite also includes 
complementary titles such as 
WebBoard, WebCanvas and a host of 
web utilities that make the entire suite 
a comprehensive solution for the first 
time web author. The software is 
approachable and easy to use but 
theres plenty on offer that will support 
not just the occasional user, but the 
more experienced whos looking for an 
alternative to the established titles. 
Chris Schmidt 


Jasc Paint Shop Pro Studio 








n the ongoing image-editing war, 
Jasc and Adobe have fought each 
other to a stalemate. Their products are 
now practically identical, with the same 
set of powerful features, and their 
Current users are loathe to switch 
because of the interface differences. 
Stripping down its conventional 
weapon has left Jasc with a lighter, 
cheaper and hopefully easier to use 
PSP version. With Adobe also slicing 
back its product and making Photoshop 
Elements, it's obvious both are trying to 





PSP Studio can 
handle just about 
everything: from 
painting to photos. 


capture the new 
digital camera 
recruits with cheaper, 
entry-level programs. 

Booting the 
program up, theres a 
‘getting started’ 
options box, which 
provides a quick 
tutorial of the various 
photo-editing 
techniques that you can use PSP's 
tools for. It's not particularly useful, but 
its a good entry point for the novice. 
This appeal to the new user is 
continued in the form of the Learning 
Centre that runs down the left hand 
side of the screen; this takes you 
through, various common tasks step- 
by-step and helps select the tools 
for the job. 

Very little of the full PSP program is 
missing, which means this is still not 
really a program for amateurs, despite 


appearances. Yet the features that are 
missing are mostly Paint Shop Pro 9's 
newest tools, effectively rendering 
this into a lower-brow rebundling of 
an older product. This isn't a bad 
thing, especially as the careful 
pruning that has taken place has 
improved the accessibility of the 
program. For example, the halving of 
the number of adjustment filters 
actually makes it easier to work out 
what you want to do, and the menus 
are less jargon-heavy. Jasc has also 
bundled its Photo Album 5 Standard 
software, which is much more 
attuned to the needs of the new user 
(though Album 5 itself doesn’t support 
the more common forms of metadata 
that enable you to permanently 
associate images with text). 

The problem with PSP Studio is that 
it isnt really an entry-level product. It's 
a slightly better value version of PSP 8 
with some of the functionality of PSP 9 
Wed recommend this over a new 
purchase of PSP 9, while second-hand 
versions of PSP & are available on 
Amazon for half this price. And yes, 
Photoshop Elements is equally cheap. 
Dan Griliopoulos 





NAVIGATIONAL CONTROL 


Navigator 2.1.1208 
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M) icrosoft started the nav-bar ball 
rolling with Outlook, a clever 
navigational control that enables you to 
categorise the end-users view of the 
world into one or more groups. Within 
each group, the user can see a list of 
specific items in that category. As you'll 
know, the latest version of Outlook 
features big gradient-filled group 
headers that you either love or hate. 
Be that as it may, Navigator 2 is an 
impressive variation on the Outlook bar 


-NET COMPONENT 








Navigator 2.1 includes many 
useful features, including the 
ability to emulate the look and 
feel of MSN Messenger. 


theme by PureCcomponents, a Czech 
company. As it stands, the Navigator 
has three built-in selectable themed 
‘looks’. These are Classic, Windows XP 
and Messenger. The Messenger theme 
is designed to replicate the slightly 
funky, in-your-face tabs used by the 
latest version of MSN Messenger, 
whereas the Windows XP theme has a 
more sophisticated, understated look. 
Classic, despite the dull name, can be 
filled with all sorts of nice-looking 
visual effects to make your application 
Stand out from the crowd. 

One of the best things about 
Navigator is the very rich design-time 
support. You can change the displayed 
theme, alter the visual style used by a 
node, and the design-time display 
instantly alters to reflect the change. 
Right-clicking the control pops up a 
context menu from where you can add 
and delete groups and nodes, change 
the colour scheme and more. Context- 
sensitive help really is very sensitive 


VisualStyles 1.0.5.1 














ir: XP has been around for 
a while, and as it predates .NET, 
youd naturally expect any application 
created with VS.NET to be fully 
compatible with XP visual theme 
support. Sadly, this isn’t the case. It’s 
certainly possible to enable XP themes 
in a NET application by including a 
special type of ‘manifest’ resource, 
either in the same directory as the 
executable or else binding the resource 
into the EXE file itself. However, there 
are numerous minor bugs and 
deficiencies in the theming support 
provided by the barefoot .NET 
framework. Skybound VisualStyles aims 
to correct these problems. 
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Once you've installed VisualStyles, 
you'll need to start up VS.NET, right-click 
on the ‘Toolbox’ window and manually 
add the assembly containing the 
VisualStyles components. There are 
only two items here: VisualStyleProvider 
and VisualStyleLinkLabel. The former is 
the real heart of the product, whereas 
the latter is a theme-compatible 
replacement for the standard LinkLabel 
control which, for technical reasons, 
can't be ‘themed’ in the usual way. 

After adding VisualStyleProvider to a 
form, you need to add a line of code to 
the static ‘Main’ method of your 
application, as shown in the following 
section of code: 


SOFTWARE 


(something of a rarity), and clicking [F1] 
is guaranteed to provide useful 
information on the selected group, 
panel, or node. An impressive number 
of demo projects are supplied, both in 
C# and VB.NET. 

Did we mention panels and nodes? 
A group can contain an inner panel 
that can be populated with other 
WinForms components in the usual 
way. Moreover, at design-time, you 
can add an arbitrarily complex tree of 
nodes to a group, effectively turning 
Navigator into a powerful multi-level 
navigational control. 

Inevitably, with such a 
comprehensive list of goodies, theres a 
price to pay — and its a heavy one. We 
think the price of £189 is well over-the- 
top, particularly when you stack 
Navigator up against the XtraNavBar 
Suite 2 from Developer Express. The 
latter costs a mere £62, and this 
includes full source code! You can't 
actually buy the Navigator source, but 
you can pay £1,804 for an escrow 
agreement! This is a shame because, 
aside from the unrealistic pricing and 
lack of source, Navigator has got 
everything going for it. 

Dave Jewell 
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Standard .NET components 
frequently don’t work properly 
when asked to do something 
that differs from the norm. 


static void Main () 

{ 
Skybound.VisualStyles 
VisualStyleProvider 
EnableVisualStyles () ; 


Application.Run(new Form1() ) ; 


} 


Your executing application will now 
look more attractive. One of the many 
improvements is that tab controls draw 
properly with the correct font when the 
Alignment’ property is set to something 
other than ‘Top’. 

You can freely download the 
precompiled VisualStyles assembly, 
together with precompiled HTML 
documentation from the official 
Skybound website. However, if you 
wish to integrate the code directly into 
your own executable, then (of course) 
you'll need to purchase the original 
source code. 

Dave Jewell 
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PRICE £189 (£161 ex VAT) for one 
developer licence 

SUPPLIER PureComponents +420 
608 83 5637 (Czech Republic) 
INFO www.purecomponents.com 


CPU 133MHz or faster 
RAM 16MB 
OS NET framework 1.1 or later 


PureComponents Navigator 
2 is a nice-looking multi- 
level navigator control with 
rich design-time support 
and comprehensive context 
sensitive help, but it doesn't 
come cheap. 





PURECOMPONENTS 
NAVIGATOR 2.1.1208 
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PRICE Free 

SUPPLIER support@skybound.ca 
INFO www.skybound.ca/developer/ 
visualstyles/ 


CPU 133MHZz or faster 
RAM 16MB 
OS NET framework 1 or later 


Skybound VisualStyles 

adds sophisticated theme- 
aware visual style support 

to your code. If your .NET 
applications are looking tired, 
the Skybound software can 
give them the much-needed 
makeover they require. 


SKYBOUND VISUALSTYLES 
1.0.5.1 
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SYSTEM TOOLS 





Our computers grinding to a 
halt. Your hard drive just 
melted. All that crucial data is 


boiling into nothingness even as you 
scrabble for the back-up disks. No 
matter how careful you are, at some 
point your system is going to encounter 
problems. but SystemWorks puts them 
off for as long as possible. 

Commercial antivirus and firewalls 
— the first thing that springs to mind 
when seeing the ‘Symantec’ logo — 
have been fighting off challenges from 
free applications such as AVG and 
ZoneAlarm in recent years. It has 
become increasingly uncertain whether 
buying a package off the shelf is really 
the best way of keeping safe. 

Norton AntiVirus still does its usual 
comprehensive job of scanning for and 
removing viruses, worms and Trojans, 
and separating email from any dodgy 
attachments. It's an efficient system, 
and one which sits in the background 
and tracks down spyware, keyboard 
loggers and other more insidious 
threats, although not to the extent that 
were willing to give up our copies of 
Ad-Aware and Spybot just yet. 

The majority of SystemWorks, 
however, heads back to the under-the- 
bonnet-style that really made the 
Norton name mean something in the 
market with Norton Utilities, Norton 
Ghost and other essential tools. Unlike 
many such suites, all the headline 
packages here come highly 
recommended even when shipped on 
their own. 

GoBack in particular is a firm 
favourite at PC Plus. This wonderful little 
program gives you a Safety net when 
using your machine. Should anything 
go wrong, or you accidentally overwrite 
a file, or a new driver brings your 
system down, you can simply tap a 
button during boot-up and rewind time 
to before the offending incident. 
Another excellent twist, especially if 
you install as much software as we do, 
is the ability to use Safelry mode to 
test anything out, and reset your 
computer if it goes wrong. It's nothing 
you couldn't have done before, but it’s 
a useful option to be aware of. 

You can automate its refresh 
capabilities, wiping any changes clean 
as soon as the user logs off from the 
computer and returning It to a known 
working system. It's a much more 
flexible system than the built-in 
Windows XP System Restore points, as 
it allows you to create virtual drives 
from any automatically saved point, 
offering scalpel-level control, rather 
than the broadsword attack of a total 
reset. And of course, it comes with full 





Norton SystemWorks 2005_ 


Norton SystemWorks Premier 
7 


= System Status 





A One Button Checkup 


A Norton Antivirus 


SOFTWARE 


PRICE £60 (£51 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Symantec 
01628 59 2222 

INFO wwwsymantec.com 





~ g CPU ZSMH7 or faster 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


A complete collection of 
essential system utilities that'll 
save your life without breaking 
the bank. Unfortunately, this 
release isn't a huge step 
forward from last year’s. 


One Butt 
Checkup 


One Button Checkup 
finds and fixes your 
computer's most 
common problems. 
More Info 


10/30/2004 


See Details 


A Free Disk Space (C:} 41% 





“SystemWorks 


Norton SystemWorks 2005 Premier is another comprehensive suite from Symantec, 
even if it is much the same combination of tools that we always see every year. 


Wetton tio Clearugy 


Express 
abi syn 4h she checio on he io 
aii Chtk man e a aT ae 





One-click Express Clean-up makes it easy 
to sort out many common PC problems, 
and is a handy tool. 


support for password protection to 
prevent your work being eaten with an 
inadvertent keystroke. 

Norton Ghost picks up the heavy 
artillery, regularly backing-up all your 
data to drive partitions or fixed media, 
and making it possible to roll back the 
entire lot in one easy go. Incremental 
back-ups now prevent this soaking up 
all your time, while support for live 
imaging means that you don't have to 
keep rebooting just to take a back-up. 
This is especially useful in the early 
Stages of a compuers life, ensuring that 
you can always reset your machine to 
a liitle beyond factory conditions - 
complete with all the software and 
settings you prefer to have running on 
your computer after installation. 

The Norton Utilities themselves 
cover a decent selection of quick-fixes 
and system optimisations, with one- 


click wizards 
automatically 
cleaning up your 
temporary files, 
broken shortcuts, 
history files and 
cookies. More 
advanced entries 
on the list include 
SpeedDisk (re- 
organising the 
contents of your 
disk while trying to 
avoid the horrible 
words ‘Windows 
Defrag’). Norton 
DiskDoctor replaces ScanDisk, 
monitoring your system for any 
integrity related problems that 
may arise. WinDoctor performs 
a whole series of fresh tests, 
diagnosing and fixing Windows 
problems, while System Doctor 
keeps its careful eye on 
computer functions such as 
system integrity and your PCs 
network throughput. 

Finally, theres the devil and 
the deep-blue sea of data 
recovery: Unerase Wizard to recover 
files, and Wipe Info to prevent anyone 
else ever doing so. 

While not all of SystemWorks’ 








Keep scanning for signs of virus 
activity — you never know what 
might be lurking there. 


Crn 
collection are must-haves for day-to- SYMANTEC NORTON 
day computing use, they all fill SYSTEMWORKS 
extremely useful niches. AntiVirus, 2005 PREMIER 


GoBack and Ghost are worth the cash 
on their own, making the rest of the 
collection an excellent bonus for your 
software shelf. 

Richard Cobbett 


Value 0090000000 
Features 0090000000 
Performance @©0000000 


PCPlus 225 | January 2005 

















ARCHIVING TOOL 








KZip is a big hit on the desktop, 
but its enterprise users that push 
it to the limit. And this usually leads to 
problems. The archiving and security 
features are ideal for all kinds of server 
and data management functions, but 
building a script to do exactly what you 
want reliably, is difficult. 

SecureZip Server is the PKWare 
response. lts still a command-line tool 
— basically PKZip with some powerful 
enterprise extras. Theres support for a 
wide range of platforms (Linux 2.3, 
Windows 2000 Server and Windows 





BACK-UP UTILITY 
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he software industry is in peril. 
Piracy and over-saturation of big 
name company products means theres 
not much room for the little guy to 
wave his elbows around. The solution 
is to put bonus things in the box. PC 
Relocator, for instance, chucks in a 
special USB cable designed to link two 
PCs together for file transfer. In this age 
of home networks and removable 
storage, you'll probably never use it, 
but it makes such a satisfying clunk’ 
noise when you rattle the box. 





PC Relocator 





SecureZIP adds 

a range of new 
enterprise commands 
to the PKZIP syntax. 


2003 Server 
included), and 
installation is quick 
and easy. 

One common 
enterprise task 
involves automating 
the transfer of 
archives via FIP: a 
tricky task with PKZip 
alone. SecureZip 
simplifies the process with its -ftp 
command; provide a username, 
password and directory name, and it 
uses your regular command-line FIP 
client to copy the file. 

Alternatively, use the -mail 
command to transfer files via your 
SMITP server. The syntax is verbose, 
though its very versatile; you can 
specify one or many recipients (CC or 
BCC), or modify the default subject and 
message body to suit your needs. 

Worried about transferring viruses 
along with your archives? The -avscan 





PC Relocator offers an 
exhausting array of 
different file types to 
relocate or abandon. 


The software 
itself is perfectly 
worthy in its own 
right. Essentially a 
vastly expanded take 
on Windows XPS File 
and Settings Transfer 
Wizard, its sole aim is 
to shift documents, 
music, pictures, even 
cookies and entire 
programs, from one PC to another. 
Undoubtedly its best trick is being able 
to replicate the entirety of specific 
programs — most usefully Microsoft 
Office, Photoshop and a few major 
rivals for each— on the second PC, 
complete with registry settings et al, so 
theres no need to reach for their 
original install discs. Why youd want 
something that can spread RealPlayer's 
distressing tendrils onto yet another PC 
is a mystery. lts only partially successful 
on less mainstream applications — our 


Ultra Control 


SOFTWARE 


PKWare SecureZip Server 


command launches your existing 
command-line antivirus tool and scans 
files as theyre extracted from an archive. 

The new encryption features are 
much more interesting. You get a 
choice of algorithms with SecureZip 
Server: 128, 192 and 256-bit AES and 
168-bit 3DES on our test PC, but the 
manual warns that this varies according 
to ‘your system configuration’. 

Better still, the new recipient option 
encrypts files using a digital certificate 
for the people you specify. An optional 
module enables you to point SecureZip 
Server at any number of LDAP 
Directories instead, but this costs an 
extra £240 (ex VAT). 

Theres plenty of new archiving 
power available, and you can watch it 
all with your existing network 
management tools, thanks to the 
support for SNMP version 2 traps. 

Although overpriced, SecureZip 
Server provides an undeniably 
powerful, versatile and well- 
implemented set of features. If you 
need all the extras, its probably worth 
the investment. And if you don't, check 
out the cut-down (but much cheaper) 
PKZip server, instead. 

Mike Williams 





test system, festooned with a half 
dozen recent games and various 
applications previously tested in our 
labs, bamboozled it somewhat. Core 
files were duly copied over, but the odd 
essential dll hidden in a Windows 
subfolder, or oblique registry entry, 
were left behind. PC Relocator does 
usefully inform you of how complete 
each program's back-up is going to be 
before you march ahead, however. In 
terms of standalone files, its suitably 
thorough, and offers a vast array of 
options and filters to control what is 
and Isn't copied over. It'S somewhat 
quicker in creating archives than 
Windows XPS wizard, too, and has the 
benefit of granting such a function to 
previous versions of Windows (from 95 
onwards) otherwise bereft of it. Of 
course, theres not a lot here that would 
make it a must-have purchase for 
someone competant enough with their 
PC to be able to manually copy over 
most files themselves. But for anyone 
whos just picked up a new PC and has 
no idea as to how to make it look and 
act like their last one, its a half-a- 
dozen click lifesaver. 

Alec Meer 
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PRICE £1,410 (£1,200 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER PKWare 0118 979 9909 
INFO www.pkware.co.uk 


CPU 133MHZz or faster 

RAM 128MB 

OS Windows NT4 Server SP6 or later, 
or Windows XP Professional 


This cross-platform archiving 
tool adds a wide range of 
enterprise functionality to the 
usual PKZip features: email, 
antivirus and FTP file transfer 
integration, creating PKSFX 
self-extracting files, reporting 
of system status via standard 
logs and SNMP and more. 


PKWARE SECUREZIP 
SERVER 
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PRICE £48 (£41 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 
INFO www.alohabob.com 


CPU 100Mhz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


Quickly transfer vital settings, 
documents and even complete 
programs from one PC to 
another. It’s easier and quicker 
than a back-up, though it can't 
copy an operating system. 


ALOHABOB PC RELOCATOR 
ULTRA CONTROL 
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his past year, Quark has been 
Q busy expanding its operations 

worldwide, with sales offices 
now spread throughout America, 
Europe and Asia. In India, where it has 
invested heavily, a reported 500 
engineers are working on version / of 
QuarkXPress. That's still to come, 
though; with this 6.5 edition, Quark is 
hoping to halt the loss of customers to 
Adobes Indesign. 

QuarkXPress 6.5 improves on the 
softwares productivity and workflow. 
With the new Projects support, you can 
now share information across layouts. 
For example, in a single document you 
can design a pamphlet for your 
company while also storing complete 
artwork for your business stationery, 
fliers, catalogues and even websites. It 
is an extremely efficient way of 
working: being able to see and assess 
designs on multiple layouts without 
leaving the document is a real bonus. 

Another important new feature is 
synchronized text. With this function 
activated, any changes that you make 
to text in one document will also affect 
other instances of the same text in 
other files. This is extremely handy for 
corporate identity work. 

Sadly, while QuarkXPress will open 
up any version of an XPress file, it will 
still only support saving down to 
version five. This lack of foresight from 
Quark is preventing many small- to 
medium-sized customers from 
upgrading due to financial constraints. 


Laying the table 

‘Tables’ is one word that would have 
brought your average XPress user to his 
knees. Editing and laying them out in 
all previous versions of Xpress was 
messy, cumbersome and very 
inflexible. Quark has now added all the 
usual cell and frame-editing tools you 
come to expect in high-level DIP 
software, and the feature set also 
comes with an added update feature. 
You can now edit a table in Excel and 
the XPress document will update on 
the page for you; this feature alone is 
worth the update. 

Image previews in Quarks 
applications have never been good: if 
you wanted a proper high-res image 
preview you would have to buy a third- 
party plug-in. Xpress now has a fully 
integrated one. The image previews 
plug-in includes the ability to rebuild 
previews on EPS files. This is especially 
helpful for people dealing with a lot 
with cross-platform work, as you don't 
need to open your image-editing 
software to resave the file. 

With Adobes InDesign treading all over 


QuarkXPress 6.5 
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This document illustrates XPress usefulness for working across media; here, we're 
effectively editing images and text in three documents, simultaneously. 





High-resolution image previews are all 
very well, but don't turn too many on, or 
you'll face massive slowdown. 


XPress’ toes in recent months, Quark 
has finally taken a stand. Importing 
Photoshop documents inside Quark is 
now not only possible, but easy, and 
you can adjust the status of layers, 
channels and paths just as you would 
in the image-editing software. The 
feature is still a little limited, due to the 
fact you cant move, scale or rotate the 
individual image on the layer, but it has 
huge potential and hopefully the next 
update will add more functionality and, 
hopefully, layered TIFF support. 


Improving your image 
Non-destructive image-editing Is 
another addition. Quark calls this 
‘Picture Effects’, and it enables you to 
apply one effect, or multiple effects, to 
images without damaging the source 
file. These effects range from colour 
adjustments to embossing, and they 
are generally effective. However, there 
are some stunning omissions from the 
feature set. For example, drop shadows 


and transparency 
support are both 
absent. While both of 
these are well- 
supported by third 
party plug-ins, it's 
disappointing not to 
see them in the 
Standard feature set. 

Multiple undos 
have been a long 
time coming in 
Xpress, but it will now 
remember up to thirty 

3 actions. This number 
initially seems low, but in reality you 
shouldn't need any more. We would 
have liked to have seen an object- 
based non-linear history palette with 
unlimited undos, allowing you to 
remember the undo history of 
individual elements found on 
the layout. 

In the past eight years there 
have only been three major 
updates to Quark Xpress — not 
counting the various minor bug 
fixes. In comparison, Adobe 
Photoshop has had five major 
updates in the same period. 
Quarks slow development cycle 
has not helped it retain its user 
base, and with the recent release of 
Creative Suite from Adobe, incorporating 
Photoshop, Illustrator and Indesign, for 
almost the same price as one license 
of XPress, it has some serious 
competition on its hands. However, the 
recent, noticeable Quark development 
activities have almost certainly woken 
up a sleeping giant. The future of the 
company looks assured and this 0.5 
release is a step in the right direction. 
Paul Blachford 








PRICE £995 (£847 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER http://eurostore.quark.ch 
0800 1787 8275 

INFO hitp://euro.quark.com/en 


CPU 600MHz or faster 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows XP or later 


If you don’t know what 
QuarkXpress does, where have 
you been for the past decade? 
This is easily the most widely- 
used desktop publishing 
package in the world, with 
features for on- and offline 
work. 


-~ 3 


ae o. 


Integrating powerful databases 
is a simple matter; this wasn;t 
always the case in Quark’s 
previous versions. 
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PRICE £395 (£336 ex VAT) per named 
licence, £995 (£847 ex VAT) per 
floating licence 

SUPPLIER Seapine 01344 29 7613 
INFO www.seapine.co.uk 


CPU 100MHz or faster 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98SE or later 


Surround SCM manages all of 
a programming team's digital 
assets, from source code, 
requirements, documents and 
web pages to image files and 
specifications. This powerful 
application enables your team 
to archive and version a file. 
They can then locate and 
retrieve it at any time. SCM 
also tracks changes for every 
revision, So you can always 
return to a previous version 

of a file. 


SEAPINE SURROUND SCM 3 
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ith the increasing complexity 
of software and the growing 
trend of developers writing 


software over the Internet, the source 
control business has never been more 
important than it is now. Luckily, there 
are a variety of different options 
available to us, with both free and 
commercial software filling the void. On 
the free side, Subversion and Arch are 
popular choices, as is the old favourite 
CVS. On the commercial side of the 
fence, theres the industry leader 
Rational ClearCase, as well as the tool 
were looking at this month: Seapine 
Surround SCM. 

This software has evolved from 
offering a purely source code-centric 
environment, to hosting a complete 
asset Management system in which 
code, graphics, web pages, 
documentation and other types of 
media can be stored and managed. 
The result of the developers’ efforts is 
an expansive set of tools for organising 
your media, with support for multiple 
users, Multiple OSes and constantly 
changing environments. 


Getting started 

Installation of Surround SCM is a 
smooth and fluid process involving 
three core components: the server, the 
client and the licence server. After 
installation, you must add your 
registration key to the licence server 
and start the main SCM server before 
you can log in with the client and 
begin using the software. 

Surround SCM offers a compelling 
range of features. The usual staples of 
source control software, such as 
checking in and out code, adding 
comments, versioning, creating working 
copies and handling remote users, are, 
of course, present and correct. The 
advanced features, meanwhile, include 


Surround SCM vs ... 


Can Seapine’s source code manager take on all-comers? 
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Seapine Surround SCM 3 is an advanced and capable source control system and is 
particularly useful for those with needs that CVS and Subversion can't fulfil. 


special branching methods, LDAP 
support, notification of changes, and 
reporting. One of Surrounds real claims 
to fame is its Java-based ‘Guiffy’ 
comparison and merging tool. 

Guiffy can support more than 150 
file formats and is used to merge 
changes and indicate differences. 
However, although this version of 
Guiffy works well, Seapine doesn't 
include the Java runtime environment 
with the Linux version of the software. 
It would be nice to have this integrated 
in the installer; perhaps this is an idea 
Seapine would like to take onboard for 
future versions. 

The interface that houses the SCM 
client works extremely well, and though 
it takes a little while to adjust to, the 
documentation is excellent. Despite the 
fact that it's quite overwhelming (theres 
a great deal of documentation to wade 
through here), you should be up and 
running and managing source changes 
and revisions in no time at all. 


Seapine Surround SCM is a more 
than capable and integrated source 
control system. The features and 
additions to this particular version of 
the software are obviously directed 
towards commercial organisations, and 
its cross-platform nature (see the box 
below) means that it can provide a 
consistent environment for multi- 
platform software houses. 

Theres no doubting that Surround 
SCM provides a list of features that 
exceeds free equivalents, such as CVS 
and its intended replacement, 
Subversion. These alternatives may 
provide enough functionality for some 
developers, but any organisations 
considering spending money on a 
dedicated source control system will be 
delighted with the advanced features 
and capabilities Surround SCM offers to 
programming teams. In complicated or 
difficult to manage environments, 
Seapine’s offering is hard to beat. 
Jono Bacon 


Visual SourceSafe: Seapine SCM 
offers a number of features that VSS 
doesn't implement, such as remote 
management, branching, triggers and 
change management. Another key 
benefit is that Seapine SCM is cross- 
platform and is ideal for projects that 
can span across Windows, Linux and 
Mac platforms. 


CVS: Surround SCM offers more 
features than CVS and is easier to use, 
particularly in areas such as renaming 
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and moving files or folders. Surround 
SCM also provides a more intuitive 
interface than many open source 
interfaces to CVS, such as LinCVS, 
WinCVS and Cervisia. 


Subversion: This application, as its 
name suggests, was designed as a 
replacement for CVS and fixes many 
annoyances. Subversion doesn't include 
some of the advanced branching and 
reporting features, and Guiffy is a 
notable feature in Surround SCM, but 


Subversion is still a very comparable 
product, despite not including the 
graphical interface that Surround SCM 
does. Seapine's application is probably 
more suitable in situations where you 
need to support IDEs and environments 
across different OSes, and where you 
need accountable reports regularly. 
Although Surround SCM doesn't 
integrate into KDevelop, Anjuta, Quanta 
or Bluefish, it does support Ant, Eclipse, 
JBuilder, Visual FoxPro, Visual Basic 
and Websphere. E 








Surround SCM’'s trump card 
is its support for multiple 
environments, including 
Visual Studio. 





PRICE £100 (£85 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Serif 0800 376 7070 
INFO www-serif.com 


CPU 400MtHz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


This powerful and versatile 
budget DTP application has all 
the wizards, quality templates, 
tutorials and help that a 
beginner will need. But there's 
plenty for experts and 
professional users too, 
including enhanced PDF 
output, the ability to merge 
text and images from data 
sources, layer support, 
automatic page numbering, 
image brightness, contrast and 
colour adjustment, table of 
contents/index generation, and 
loads more! 





Hundreds of top quality 
templates get your design off to 
a polished and professional start. 


SERIF PAGEPLUS 10 
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Serif PagePlus 10 


ook for a desktop publishing 
@ program and youre faced with 

some unappealing choices. 
High-end applications are expensive, 
complex and difficult to learn and use, 
while the budget end of the market is 
often limited in the extreme. PagePlus 
has successfully occupied the middle 
ground since 1990, but how does 
version 10 stand up to the competition? 

The program makes a good start 
with its Page Wizards. Browse the 
Wizards and you'll find templates for 
almost anything youd want to create. 
Unexpected bonuses (if you're new to 
PagePlus) include business forms, such 
as invoices and purchase orders, and 
even some website templates. 

We know that bundled templates 
are usually low quality, or less than 
relevant to your needs, but not here. 
The business card section makes great 
use of colour — ‘watermarks’ and 
photos, for instance. The greetings 
cards look like something you might 
actually buy. You don't get hundreds in 
each category, but the quality is good 
enough that it doesn't matter. 

Customising the template could be 
as easy as entering a recipients name 
for a greetings card, then a message of 
your own. Open the Attributes’ panel 
for more control, and you can adjust 
the colour fill, transparency, font, line 
weight and style for the currently 
selected object. Explore further, and the 
sheer volume of menus, toolbars and 
right-click options is overwhelming 
initially, but excellent 
tutorials are on-hand if 
you get stuck. 

If you want more 
freedom, you can create 
a document from scratch. 
All the usual publishing 
features are on offer, so 
you can create your own 
layout, flow text between 
frames and add clipart (or 
your own images) as 
graphics. It's relatively easy to flow text 
around curves, or to add Artistic text’ 
(complete with custom fills, colours and 
line styles) for headlines. And you can 
quickly add 3D effects to text, with 
control over lighting and shadows. 

PagePlus already enables PDF 
output, with support for Spot colours, 
CMYK colour, encryption and password 
protection. Version 10 adds the ability to 
create PDF bookmarks automatically by 
recognising named styles in your 
document. Theres also an ‘Optimize for 
Fast Web View’ feature that enables 
PDF streaming if your file is viewed 
online. If your reader is on page / and 
jumps to page 154, for example, page 
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PagePlus enables you to tweak the colour, fill, transparency, font and line style of your 
designs from the central ‘Attributes’ panel and let your imagination run wild! 


154 is the one that 
downloads next. Not 
that youd want to 
produce a 154-page 
document in most 
budget DIP packages, 
of course, but this one 
is different, with 
version 10 seeing the 
arrival of many new 
word processor-like 
features. Theres full 
Unicode support, 
enabling you to 
publish documents in 
any language, and a new ‘Insert 
Symbol’ window to add characters from 
extended fonts. 

The ‘Find and Replace’ dialog has 
seen a major facelift, too. As well as 
changing text, you can now search for 
and replace fonts, styles, footnotes and 
hyperlinks. Theres support for 
wildcards, and regular expressions 
extend your searching power further 
(enter 4$PagePlus to find ‘PagePlus’ at 
the start of a paragraph, say). 

Most impressive of all is BookPlus, 
which lets you treat several PagePlus 
documents as chapters and combine 
them into a single book. There are 
options to automatically number pages, 
synchronise styles and colour schemes 
between chapters and create a Table of 
Contents or Index. After an initial glitch 
(a Table of Contents was missing half 
its entries the first time we used it), 
BookPlus performed faultlessly. 

IF youre not planning on writing a 
novel, there are plenty of other new 
and productivity-boosting features. A 
new Mail and Photo Merge lets you 
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Use BookPlus to combine multiple 
PagePlus documents, generate a table 
of contents and even output in PDF. 


add images and text from a variety of 
data sources. The new Picture toolbar 
lets you adjust image brightness, 
contrast, colour and resolution without 
loading a separate photo editor. And 
synchronising the look of objects is 
now much easier thanks to Paste 
Format Plus. If you want to make sure 
they're all using the same shadow and 
transparency effect, perhaps, you can 
copy just those attributes from one 
object and paste them to the others. 
With too many other features to 
mention here, this is a significant move 
forward, the PDF and BookPlus features 
in particular pushing PagePlus ahead of 
Microsoft Publisher. It's also great value 
for money; upgrade from any other 
Serif program you've registered, even 
from a magazine cover disc, and you'll 
pay only £50. Whether you're a novice 
or a dab hand, this is for you. 
Mike Williams 








PRICE £1,499 (£1,276 ex VAT) 
DELIVERY £12 (£10 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Sony 020 7365 2947 

INFO hittp://vaio.sony-europe.com 
WARRANTY One year, return to base 


CPU 3.4GHz Intel Pentium 4 530 

RAM 512MB DDR400 

CORE LOGIC Inte! 848P 

HDD 200GB Seagate (7200rpm) 
DRIVES 1x Sony DVD+RW 

GRAPHICS Nvidia GeForce FX Go5700 
(128MB) 

SCREEN 17in WXGA (1,280x768) 
SOUND Integrated Intel AC’97 
SPEAKERS Stereo 

COMMS 10/100 Ethernet, 56K modem 
PORTS 4x USB 2.0, 4-pin FireWire, 
PCMCIA Type Il, Composite-In, 
S-Video-In, S/PDIF Antenna-In, 
Line-In, Memory Stick, headphones, 
microphone 

OTHER HARDWARE Sony wireless 
keyboard/mouse, Sony remote control 
OS Windows XP Home Edition 
OTHER SOFTWARE Click to DVD 2.1, 
DVgate Plus 1.3, PictureGear Studio 2, 
Vaio Zone 1.1, Adobe Acrobat Reader 
6, Adobe Photoshop Elements 2, 
Adobe Premiere Standard, Microsoft 
Works 7 Sonic RecordNow 72, 

Adobe Acrobat Elements 6, Adobe 
Photoshop Album 2 Starter Edition, 
Norton Internet Security 2004, 
InterVideo WinDVD 5 





Few brands are as famous as 
VAIO, although recent products 
have primarily been laptops. 


SONY VAIO VGC-V2M 
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3GHz PENTIUM 4 DESKTOP PC 


Sony VAIO VGC-V2M 





t's machines like the VGC-V2M 
that prove convergence is 
really happening. This is 


Sonys answer to home entertainment; 
a relatively small form factor desktop 
machine with media centre aspirations. 
All of the components are effectively 
built into the back of the monitor, with 
Space saved by the use of several 
notebook parts, including a PC card 
expansion slot and a mobile graphics 
chip. This kind of all-in-one computing 
is hardly revolutionary. The likes of 
Elonex and Hi-Grade have been 
building PC systems into monitors for 
several years now. However, all of 
these companies must have sat up 
and taken notice at the news that Sony 
was bringing its well-honed design 
Skills to the market. 

Elonex and Hi-Grade needn't press 
the panic button just yet, though. 
Amazingly, considering Sony's history of 
gorgeously-styled products, the VGC- 
V2M doesn't look that great. It's OK from 
the front, thanks to Sonys usual glossy 
black finish, but it's far too bulky in 
comparison with Elonex’s Media 
Center-based offerings. The black 
oblong protruding from the rear is a 
particular eyesore, while the size of the 
bezel makes the display look small. 

More worryingly, Sony hasnt 
offered any wireless functionality. Wi-Fi 
is a major part of the future vision for 
home entertainment, as people start to 
beam their digital content around their 
homes. Several ‘ordinary’ desktop PCs 
boasts 802.11g functionality, so for the 
Japanese giant to isolate its system in 
this way is Surprising to say the least. 

The good news is that Sony's is the 
most powerful all-in-one 
machine we've seen to date. A 
3GHz Pentium 4 combined with 
Intels 848P chipset and 512MB 
of DDR400 RAM guarantees 
reasonable application speed. 
Unfortunately, the glut of extra 
software installed on the 
machine prevented us from 
testing this satisfactorily with 
SYSmark. A 200GB, 7200rpm hard drive, 
plus a DVD+RW, are also vital to a 
general-use computer. Meanwhile, the 
GeForce FX Go5/00 graphics are up to 
basic gameplay; enthusiasts may scoff, 
but its better than Intels integrated 
effort. Of course, theres also a TV tuner. 

Perhaps more importantly, that 1/in 
widescreen display, based on Sony's 
own patented X-Black technology, 
reigns supreme for entertainment use, 
literally shining bright among the mass 
of dull, lifeless panels on rival systems. 
The likes of Toshiba may argue, but 
were yet to see a monitor that comes 








It looks nice enough from the front, largely thanks to the glossy finish, but this all-in- 
one desktop PC isn't as well-styled as most of Sony's products. It’s simply too large. 


close to an X-Black. 
The built-in stereo 
sound-system isn't 
quite as impressive, 
sounding more like a 
high-end laptop 
model than that of a 
television, but as 
youd expect, you can 
always attach your 
own surround-sound 
speakers. Rather 
Strangely, Sony 
supplies a Creative in- 
line speaker remote 
and audio wiring, but 
nothing to attach them to. 

Apart from that notable wireless 
omission, this device Is as strong in 
connectivity as youd expect an 
entertainment product to be. Theres 
no SCART socket, but you do get 
composite video and audio, so 
connecting external Hi-Fi devices 
requires just a simple conversion. VHF- 
In and S-Video-In are also present 
and correct. As for standard PC ports, 
all the usual USB and FireWire sockets 
line-up for perusal. Youre supplied 
with a wireless keyboard and mouse, 
and a remote control, so you don't 
need to use up any of the 
connections adding these peripherals. 

But if you're to make full use of all 
the multimedia hardware, you need 
some effective software. Rather than 
get into bed with Microsoft over 
Media Center, Sony has opted to 
install the standard Windows XP 
Home Edition, and create its own 
media management application, VAIO 
Zone. Now, Sony tells us that this isn't 





A small display on the keyboard 
enlightens you to the status of the 
battery and the wireless connection. 


designed to compete with Microsoft's 
offering, but it looks remarkably 
similar, and handles your live 
television, films and music in much 
the same efficient, user-friendly way. 
Crucially, though, it lacks much of the 
online functionality that MCE 2005, in 
particular, has embraced, leaving It a 
little behind the times. 

The VGC-V2M is a solid PC system 
with definite entertainment leanings. 
Without any wireless functionality, 
however, its out-specified even by 
some media-friendly laptops. You can 
solve this problem by spending an 
extra £300 on the V2S model. 
However, few will want to put 
anything this bulky in a lounge, so 
if it wants to replace the traditional 
stereo/DVD player, it needs to find 
a way to slim down. 

Russell James 





NETWORK-ATTACHED STORAGE 


Tiko Classic 340 





Qi: debate about whether iSCSI 
(Internet SCSI) is a viable option 
at the small business level may 
continue to rage but, in the meantime, 
an increasing number of manufacturers 
are delivering low-cost network storage 
products that support this protocol. 

The Classic 340 from Tiko is a fine 
example and has a few extra tricks up 
its sleeve to reduce costs. The more 
common Windows Storage Server 
2003 gets the elbow in favour of a 
Linux-based kernel, and Tiko has 
added the iSCSI target software to the 
OS as a standard feature, rather than 
as an option. The OS has also been 
Streamlined to fit on a low-cost 64MB 
IDE Flash memory module, which 
means all hard disk-based storage is 
available for sharing over the network. 
The 340 doesn't disappoint, offering 
you a tasty 1TB of Serial ATA (SATA) 
Storage spread across a quartet of 
250GB SATA/150 drives. 

This is an all-Supermicro package 
comprising a 1U chassis that hosts a 
single processor motherboard. The 
four hard disks are mounted in hot- 
swap Carriers and the interfaces are 
managed by an embedded SATA 
controller. This does support RAID-0 
and -1 hardware managed arrays, 
while the OS itself also supports 
these, plus RAID-5 arrays and hot- 
Standby, Internally, the 340 is very 
tidily designed with no cable-related 
clutter getting in the way of upgrades 
or maintenance. Operational noise 
levels, on the other hand, are loud 
enough to be intrusive in a general 
office environment. 

Installation adheres to the NAS 
philosophy admirably, as you simply 
connect the unit to the network and 
access it securely over HTTPS using its 
default IP address. The interface is 
designed to the standard NAS format 
by grouping all options neatly in an 
Explorer-style tree menu to the left, 
where they can be easily accessed. 
The system is supplied initially with all 
drives configured as individual units, 
SO your first task Is to create your 
chosen RAID arrays. Create a RAID 
group by selecting the level and 
adding hard disks to it. If you opt for a 
triple-disk RAID-5 array, you can also 
add one drive as a Spare. However, 
with the motherboard sporting a single 
64-bit PCI slot, you can fit a SCSI 
adaptor and add external drives 

Arrays can then be used to create 
volume groups, after which you select 
a chunk of space and create volumes 
which then appear as the network 
storage. The advantage of using 
volume groups is that capacity can be 
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Tiko’s lithe 1U frame belies an imposing interior featuring powerful processing and 
networking features, as well as massive storage potential. A must for NAS, to be honest. 





The 340 offers a whopping one terabyte 
of storage across a quartet of drives 
enabling a number of RAID options. 


dynamically increased by adding more 
Storage devices or other RAID groups. 
The 340 supports the CIFS/SMB, 
NFS and AFP file-sharing protocols so 
that Windows, Unix and Mac clients 
can access the unit. Security is 
implemented using standard users, 
group membership or ACLs (Access 
Control Lists). Active Directory is also on 
the menu and you can import user lists 
from a domain controller. Applying 
quotas to volumes enables you to 
Strictly control space used by users and 
groups. Options for building an IP SAN 
are limited due to the minimal iSCSI 
features, as all parameters are 
predefined and CHAP authentication 
isn't Supported. However, if you just 
want to drop an iSCSI target onto the 
network with a minimum of fuss, the 
340 enables you to select an individual 
device or RAID group and use the 


export function. Using 
the Microsoft iSCSI 
initiator software, we 
logged on to the 
target, whereupon it 
appeared to the test 
server as a local hard 
disk. Performance for 
Windows shares was 
good — over Gigabit 
Ethernet we saw the 
open source lometer 
report //MB/s for a 
volume mapped to a 
Windows Server 2003 
system. Running the 
Same test over an iSCSI connection 
wasn't so good, with speed dropping 
to 58MB/s. We've seen high-end 
Storage products deliver 
upwards of 85MB/s for the 
Same test. 

Back-up features are also 
a mixed bag. The snapshot 
function can take a quick 
local back-up of a selected 
volume, but lack of a 
scheduler means this is a 
purely manual operation. 
Similarly, you can run full or 
incremental back-ups of folders to a 
locally attached tape drive but, again, 
this cant be scheduled to run at 
regular intervals. 

The Classic 340 offers a big helping 
of network storage at a price few other 
vendors can match, let alone beat. 
Back-up features could be much better, 
but it still offers good security, plenty of 
options for managing storage and 
additional support for the iSCSI protocol. 
Dave Mitchell 
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PRICE £2 227 (£1,895 ex VAT) 
SUPPLIER Tiko Computer Corporation 
01923 22 2101 

INFO wwwtikocorp.com 
WARRANTY Three years, 

return to base 


CPU 2.8GHz Intel Pentium 4 

RAM 512MB P(3200 ECC Registered 
CORE LOGIC Inte! E7210 

HDD 4x 250GB Hitachi Deskstar 
SATA/150, 64MB IDE Flash memory 
HDD CONTROLLERS Adaptec 
embedded HostRAID 

NETWORK Dual-embedded 

Intel Gigabit Ethernet 

OTHER Linux kernel, web 
management iSCSI target 





Dual-embedded Gigabit Ethernet 
provides maximum bandwidth 
for both data traffic directions. 


TIKO CLASSIC 340 








PROGRAMMING 


Find the Bug 


PRICE £19 ISBN 0-321-22591-8 AUTHOR Adam Barr 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


wW) hen you've reviewed IT books 
professionally for more than 
10 years, you become accustomed 
to finding errors in code listings. 
Some books may have one or two; 
‘Find The Bug’ has 50 of them, one 
in every single program listed. So 
you may wonder why on earth it's 
got an Editors Choice award. The 
answer is simple: this book aims to 
teach programmers how to debug 
their programs effectively, and it 
does so by example. With 50 
programs written in C, Java, Python, 
Perl or x86 assembly, and a single 
bug in each, its down to your 
intuition, analytical thought and skill 
to find them. 

The bugs are hard to find, but not 
unfairly so. The whole book was 
inspired by the coding and 
debugging challenges that Microsoft 
uses when interviewing new 
programmers. Youre not left totally 
on your own, though, as the author, 
a Microsoft program manager with 
experience in Windows NT Kernel 
development and debugging, points 
you in the right general direction. 


ECOMMERCE 


PayPal Hacks 
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Youre taught how to analyse code, 
to grasp the internal logic, and he 
exposes and explains each bug. The 
great thing about this book is that it 
has something to offer every 
programmer, from the beginner 
through to seasoned professional 
developer. If you don't have a clue, 
it will teach you; if youte an old 
hand, it will sharpen your skills. 
Davey Winder 


PRICE £12 ISBN 0-596-00751-5 AUTHOR Sofield, Nielsen & Burchell 


SUPPLIER www.amazon.co.uk 


Q: 100 industrial strength tips 
and tools’ this book refers to 
enable you to save time and money 
by accessing undocumented 
features and implementing 
advanced strategies, but also move 
PayPal out of the eBay environment 
and into your own ecommerce 
enabled website. Following the 
Straightforward code examples in the 
book, its easy to integrate PayPal's 
shopping cart system into your site, 
or even plug your existing cart into 
PayPal. For once, the introductory 
chapters are useful, as they go 
Straight into dealing with dispute 
processes, Managing your account 
and protecting yourself from 
chargebacks. Throw in later chapters 
covering digital fulfilment with 
Payment Data Transfer, building 
affiliate systems and handling 
subscriptions, and you end up with 
a more than useful volume. 

While we don't like to knock 
Microsoft for the sake of it, we have 
to admit that its unusual for O'Reilly 
to adopt a Windows-based stance in 
such a book. We could find only a 





single reference to PHP (and this 
recommended that you read another 
book), some generic HTML code and 
a smattering of PERL and C/C++ 
examples. Developers working with 
ASPNET should buy the book without 
hesitation; others might want to 
have a quick flick through the 
chapter listings at www.oreilly.com/ 
catalog/pchks/ first. 

Davey Winder 





BOOK REVIEWS 


DATABASE 





Microsoft SOL Server 2005 


PRICE £16 ISBN 0-7556-1962-X AUTHOR Peter DeBetta 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


Q: with any introductory-type 
book that covers the beta 
release of an application, in this case 
the June 2004 beta of SQL Server 
2005, the danger is that it can suffer 
at the hands of the beta 
development process. Therefore, you 
should treat this as an advanced 
look inside the heart of the new 
release and nothing more — aimed 
at programmers, database 
administrators or SQL developers 
who are likely to be involved in a 
migration to SQL Server 2005. 

The author admirably 
demonstrates how you can work 
seamlessly with Microsoft Visual 
Studio tools and the NET common 
language runtime from within SOL 
Server, explores Transact-SQL (T-SQL), 
complete with code samples, and 
delves into XML support with the 
new XQuery feature. If you have an 
MSDN subscription, you already have 
access to most of the stuff covered 
within the book. What youre paying 
for is Someone elses take on it all: 
their ability to pull the important 
changes out from the padding. 


WINDOWS 


Windows XP Inside Out 2 


PRICE £28 ISBN 0-735-62043-1 AUTHOR Bott, Siechert & Stinson 


SUPPLIER www.compman.co.uk 


QO": not much to say about 
the ‘Inside Out’ series of 
books from Microsoft Press that we 
haven't said before. They te huge, 
comprehensive, focused and 
deserving of the ‘IT bible’ status 
they've achieved. However, 1,469 
pages dont come cheap, so what 
are you getting for your money? This 
book has been updated to cover XP 
Service Pack 2 throughout: theres a 
new section covering the security 
changes, another about editing the 
registry from the command line and 
one on using Movie Maker 2, for 
example. But the changes don't stop 
there. The CD with this Deluxe Edition 
is bursting with new inclusions, like 
a 180-day evaluation copy of Server 
2003 Enterprise, tools from the Server 
2005 resource kit, a copy of the 
Microsoft Encyclopedia of Security 
eBook, articles from the Microsoft XP 
Expert Zone forum, and Picture It 
Express 10, Plus! Photo Story 2 LE 
and Movie Maker 2 software. If you 
don't already own the first edition, 
then what youre looking at here is 
brilliant. It'S too easy to throw 


FOR DEVEL 





DeBetta comes highly recommended 
as a programming instructor with 
Wintellect, a NET training and 
developer services company. At £15, 
it represents good enough value, 
especially when pitched against how 
much time youd have to spend to 
achieve a similar degree of insight, 
or the cost of hiring a suitably 
qualified consultant. 

Davey Winder 
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phrases at this book, such as ‘the 
manual as it should have been’, or 
‘the ultimate Windows XP reference, 
but both are 100 per cent 
appropriate. For less than £30, you 
get everything you need to know 
about living with the very latest 
Windows XP release on a day-to- 
day basis. One book, one CD, 75cm 
of shelf space, all the answers. 
Davey Winder 
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Follow our project-based tutorials in this guide to your cover discs 


This month, create stunning landscapes and build 
Windows-based apps from our free programs 





David Wiltshire 


david.wiltshire@futurenet.co.uk 


Dave’s New Year resolution is to 


cram as much free, quality 


software onto the discs. So drop 
him an email with your demands 


he beta version of Visual C# 2005 Express 


4p Edition combines some of the best aspects of 
the Java language and C/C++ to create a great 
combination of power and productivity for students, 
hobbyists and enthusiasts. 

If your creative aspirations are more artistic then 
you'll appreciate Bryce 4, the easy-to-learn but 
enjoyable-to-master 3D rendering package, but if you 
prefer digital photography then l'm certain you'll agree 
that another quality image-editing application wouldn't 
go amiss. Thankfully Serif have been kind enough to 
provide just the tool with version 7 of its popular 
PhotoPlus software. 

We've got the third and final instalment TCM4000- 
AAA PE + Workflow System 2 instalment: Reports and 
Marketing. Don't worry if you missed the last two 
issues, as we've included them. 

The DVD extras include a free 6-month’s 
subscription to F-Secure Anti-Virus 2005 and the image 
organiser, Ashampoos Photo Illuminator 1.5. 


This month's product highlights 








<q MULTIMEDIA UTILITY 


Daz Bryce 4 


y CD < PERSONAL INFORMATION MANAGER 
TCM 4000-AAA Personal 
Version + Workflow 2 

The core module of TCM 400-AAA 
Personal Expenses Version + Workflow 
System 2, as featured in PC Plus issue 
223, includes a contact database, 
scheduler, email client and ‘To Do list. 
This month sees the last instalment: 
Reports and Marketing Module, which 
will help you to build mailshots and 
target precise groups in your database. 


IMAGE EDITING > 
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Creating beautiful 3D artwork has never 
been easy. From making the objects, to 
Struggling to apply good looking textures; an 
eye for a good picture has always had to 
be mixed with the mathematical skills to 


Ashampoo Photo 
illuminator 1.5 

Digital photography makes sharing 
your images as easy as sending an 
email, but instead of attaching JPEGs in 
a zip file, why not build a self- 
executing sildeshow complete with 
audio commentary? Just select your 
images from a folder window and 
build up the photo show that you 
want shot by shot. 


This month's SuperDisc 


software tutorials 
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<d APPLICATION DEVELOPMENT 
Microsoft Visual C* 2005 
Express Edition 
C# Express is a streamlined version of Visual C*, which 
contains the latest C# 2 compiler, the full Visual Studio 
NET 2005 editor and the complete Windows Forms 
designer. This beta version includes new features such as 
generics, iterators and anonymous methods. Add-ins, 
macros, source control and remote debugging have been 
omitted, but the editor does include features like 
Intellisence and code completion. 


master complicated algorithms. Bryce 4 was 
originally released as a landscape creation 
program, but has become an easy-to-learn, 
but enjoyable-to-master 3D rendering 
package. Every version has add more 
advanced features, from animation to 
special effects and rudimentary modelling. 


Ashampoo See Ya! 





WATCH! 
ON SALE NOW: THE MAGAZINE YOU CAN READ, PLAY AND 


Broadh; pndNow BroadbandNow! Issue 6 


(ene 04 355) Get your free copy of the first paperless 


Brand be ay : entertainment magazine covering: 
PC.game | | | | 
Cigale a ie a À p=. @ An in-depth review of the extended Lord of the Rings: Return 


and Tribes: Vengeance ae J f ; : N , A 
„ reviewed Ai i 4 of the King DVD, including an interactive character guide! 
Fie h *<.\ WIN! @ Discover whether playing with ‘fricking laser beams’ is actually 
Sell SEfl.« buy: Ae Eo eu much cop as we review Star Wars: Battlefront and learn to eter te 


Top tips for aliction SAS An 
success in our expert 


ide to eBay f ot) gang up on friends by playing the latest instalment of Tribes: : : un vidal Y, 
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K ELORD OF THE RINGS: h Kine c We assess the best weblogs that the Internet has to offer and 
“THe R ere of t e g show you how to create your own! 
The extended version hag aed on OND eleeri ead M N Learn the art of the hard sell with our expert guide to buying 
eafs.0 
of a fantastic ee ges from new scenes! and selling on eBay 


our revieW plus see excllsive ima 
PLUS games, audio and much more! 


ROM 
DOWNLOAD THE LATEST ISSUE TODAY FOR JUST 99pF 


www.broadbandnowmag.co o.u 


Your essential resources Lab Test: 
Qur collection of tools, utilities, archives and other useful goodies to enhance your computing Disc authoring 


ON CD 2 AND THE DVD gtkmm 2.4.5 SANDRA Standard 2004 SP2 i 
ESSENTIAL FREEWARE Guile 1.7.1 TestTrack Pro 7 Trial software 


AVG Anti-Virus Free Edition Jigdo 0.7.1 True Image 8 , À 
Blinkx 2 Kernel Zafari Mobile Standard 1.0 The finest selection of demo 
FontHit Font Tools 0.2 LessTif 0.93.95b and time-limited disc authoring 
HohoBlog 0.15 libESMTP 1.0.3 PROGRAMMERS’ WORLD software from this months Lab 
InAlbum Lite 1.5 Libmcrypt 2.5.7 C# Masterclass Extra Test on page 104: 
iReasoning MIB Browser 2 libsigc++ 1.2.5 / 2.0.5 C++ Masterclass Extra & 
IrfanView 3.95 libstdCpp3 Delphi Masterclass Extra CDBurnerXP Pro 3.0.116 
Java Launcher 1.51 libXML2 (2.6.13) HelpDesk Extra DVD PowerSuite 2 
Jyte 1.79 Mesa 6.0.1 VB Masterclass Extra InstantCD/DVD 8 
Mozilla Firefox 1.0 ncurses 5.4 Springboard Nero 6 Reloaded 
MusicMagic Mixer 1.1.3 Ogg Vorbis Wilf’s Workshop Power2Go 4 
ObjectDock 1.05 build 505 RAWRITE 
Server Checker 2 Free Edition SDL 1.2.7 DVD EXTRAS 
Simple File Shredder 1.8 SmartBootManager 3.7 Ashampoo Photo Illuminator 1.5 
VLC Media Player 0.8.1 SVGAlib 1.4.3 BroadBandNow! : Issue 6 
F-Secure Anti-Virus 2005 
ESSENTIAL LINUX TRIAL SOFTWARE Maya 6 PLE 
GNOME 2.8 Bryce 5 Complete PC Plus 2003 
Allegro 4.0.3, ALSA 1.0.6a capella2004 PDF Archive 
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Technical Support Difficulties with your software? Damaged or missing SuperDisc? 


CONTACT PC PLUS CD AND DVD READER SUPPORT MISSING SUPERDISC |f youre a subscriber then please 
Email pcplus.support@futurenet.co.uk contact our reader support team. Otherwise, please 
Our support staff will do their utmost to help you, but Tel 01225 822 743 contact the retailer where you purchased this issue. 
cannot provide assistance for either Linux software, or Website www.futurenet.com/support DAMAGED SUPERDISC |f your cover disc appears to be 


general application help for hardware, DOS or Windows. Forums http://forum.pcplus.co.uk Pan eee edna U a, 
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APPLICATION DEVELOPMENT 


sera sortware | Visual C# 2005 Express 








Visual C* Express is a low cost, lightweight version of Visual C*. It contains the C* 2 compiler, 
the full Visual Studio .NET 2005 editor and the full Windows Forms designer. While lacking 
some of Visual Studio’s more advanced features it offers everything you need to get started 


CPU 1GHZz or faster 

RAM 256MB 

OS Windows 2000, Windows XP 
Windows 2003 Server 

OTHER 52MB on the System Drive; 
400MB available on the installation 
drive, 1024x768 16-bit display 


UPGRADE 


Get ready for release 

You can install the NET 
documentation with MSDN Express 
(msdn.microsoft.com/express). 
The October 2004 Community 
Technical Preview has a more up 

to date version of C# but the code 

is not as robust as C# Express: 
(http://download.microsoft.com/ 
download /a/5/e/a5efa6aa-b73c- 
4fa7-89b7-4a5fcd60f2a8/vcssetup. 
exe) This is a 36MB download for C# 
Express and a 201MB download for 
MSDN Express. 

The full version of C# can be 
found in the Visual Studio Community 
Technical Preview which is available 
as a free download to MSDN 
subscribers. This is a DVD iso image 
and includes C++, VB.NET and J*, the 
full MSDN documentation, and source 
control. The C# part of this beta has 
more project types than Express, 
including web applications. 


http://msdn.microsoft. 
com 


isual C* Express 2005 Beta 1 
V) is a lightweight version of 

Visual C# 2005. This is the 
full version of C# 2, including new 
features like generics, iterators and 
anonymous methods. To make it 
as compact as possible — so that 
complexity is kept to a minimum — 
Microsoft has removed some of the 
more advanced features from the 
integrated design environment. 
The editor is the full version of the 
Visual Studio editor, so you have 
all of the formatting options, like 
IntelliSence and code completion 
that you expect in the full product. 
Add-ins and macros are omitted 
from this version, which are used 
to customise the IDE; source control; 
remote debugging and ClickOnce, 
a new technology to deploy 
applications and provide an 
update site. 
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Visual C*# 2005 Express has a Toolbox, 
Solution Explorer and tool windows. 


El New projects Start by creating 

a Windows application (FileINew!| 
Project). This will create a project based 
on a Windows Form. Forms are events 
based, and the Windows Forms 
Designer allows you to add the code 
for an event through the Properties 
Window (View!|Properties Window). 
Double-click on the entry for the Click 
events and the designer will create a 
handler for the forms Click event. 


A Forms and files The C# architects 
have made the projects much less 
cluttered and more focused on the 
code that you write. Take a look at 
Forml, the main class for the form. 
Notice that the constructor calls the 
InitializeComponent method, but this 
method is not implemented by the 
base class nor does it appear to be 
implemented by the Forml class. The 
clue to this conundrum is the partial 
keyword, which indicates that the class 
is implemented in more than one file. 
In the Solution Explorer window, click 
on the ‘Show All Files’. Expand the node 
under the Forml.cs file and double-click 
on Forml.Designercs and youll see the 
rest of the partial class including the 
InitializeComponent method. 


E Handling handlers Now you 
can implement the Click handler by 
adding the following line to the Form1_ 
Click method: 





Just click on the ‘Events’ button on the 
Property Window to switch over to an 
events view screen. 





When you click on the ‘Show All Files’ 
button you'll be able to see the rest of 
a partial class in the Solution Explorer. 


MessageBox. Show (“hello”); 


Now you can compile (Build|Build 
Solution) and run (Debug! Start 
Without Debugging) the project to 
verify that when you click on the 
form's surface the message box makes 
an appearance. 








Drag a TableLayoutPanel from the Toolbox and 

drop it on the form. Notice that there are two 
‘handles’ on the control. The handle with the 
orthogonal double arrows is a grab handle for you 
to use to move the control into the exact place you 


need for your project. 
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The handle with the single arrow head is a 
smart tag. Click on the smart tag, to see a 
context menu with additional actions that you can 
perform, in this case to add or remove columns and 
rows. Different controls will have smart tags, and the 
code editor also supports smart tags for some items. 


Next, use the Properties window to change the 

Dock property of the panel to Fill. Visual Studio 
gives you plenty of choice when it comes to laying out 
each part of your program, but luckily, this particular 
piece of editing is almost completely handled for us 
by this one simple operation. 


The interface at a glance... 


MSBuild 

The new build tool 
takes all its 
instructions from 
an XML file 


Toolbar 
Components can 
be dropped from 
the toolbar onto 

the design surface 


Database 
Explorer 

For opening a 
connection to a 
database 


O Mr Anonymous in the ‘Handling 
handlers’ section, the designer added 
the event handler by adding a delegate 
to the Click event. A delegate is a 
object that points to a method that 
implements the handler code, in this 
case Forml_Click. C# 2.0 has a new 
feature called ‘anonymous methods’ 
that enables you to provide the code 
for a delegate inline. Io see how this 
works, add the following to the 
constructor after the call to 
InitializeComponent: 


this.Load += delegate (object 
sender, EventArgs args) 

{ MessageBox. 
Show(“started”); }; 
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Now drop a Button control on each cell in the 
table and notice that each control will be centred 
inside the cell. The panel will only allow a single 
control in each cell, try and add two controls to a cell 
and notice how the control will add a new row for the 
new control. 
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This odd syntax tells the compiler to 
add a new delegate object to the Load 
event based on the code between the 
braces. Compile and run this code and 
see that the new handler is called 
when the form first loads. 

This code is interesting for several 
reasons. Firstly, it means that you no 
longer have to provide a separate 
method for new event handlers 
(although clearly, if the handler is more 
than a few lines it would be more 
readable in a separate method). 
Secondly, this code shows something 
called type inference, that is, the 
compiler infers the type of the delegate 
to add to the event from the type of 
the event. 


... In Visual C# Express 2005 


Debugger yess dition H 
Data visualisers and 
datatips allow you to 
see object values 








The IDE contains project types for 
Console, library and Windows Forms 
assemblies. Theres no designer 
support for web applications, but that’s 
because theres another Express 
product (Visual Web Developer 2005 
Express) intended just for that. 

Visual Studio 2003 only supported a 
layout designer based on a grid, that is, 
at runtime the controls on a form 
would have the absolute position given 
to them in the Windows Forms 
Designer at design time. This version 
of the framework library supports two 
layout designers, FlowLayoutPanel and 
TableLayoutPanel. The panel designers 
will position the controls when the 





C# 2 compiler 

The compiler supports 
new features, such as 
generics, iterators and 
anonymous methods 


Visual designers 
You can now write 
code by dragging 
and dropping each 
of the components 


Components 

The properties of 
each component can 
be edited in the 
Property Grid 


Tool windows 
Windows can list 
details like compiler 
reported errors and 
class definitions 





C# 2005 Express installs 
very few help files on 
documentation for 

version 2.0 of the framework library 

microsoft.com/library/x9t6k3aa. 
aspx. Community support can 
newsserver privatenews.microsoft. 
com (account name privatenews\ 


your hard disk. However, 
can be found at http://msdnz2. 
be found on Microsoft's beta 
VSUser, password Password). 


Email SuperDisc problems to pcplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk. 


panel is resized at runtime. PCP 


Select the resizing corner of one of the Button 

controls and resize to be bigger and then smaller 
than the other controls. When the control's edges 
align with the edge of another control an alignment 
line will appear, this is a useful feature for aligning 
and resizing controls on the normal form surface. 





=- oe er ee 
* see pn 





Compile and run the example. The cell borders 

will no longer be visible, and when you resize 
the form the controls will be repositioned so that the 
control always remains in the centre of the cell. This 
keeps your design nice and neat. 
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TUTORIALS 


FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £107 


MULTIMEDIA UTILITY 





sryce 4 








Build the universe of your dreams with Bryce 4, the easy-to-learn and enjoyable-to-master 
3D rendering package. Experiment with its many one-click tools and object libraries, creating 
beautiful graphics while inventing your own techniques 


CPU Pentium 
RAM 128MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


None required, but will perform a CD 
check the first time you run it 


Save 25% 


Bryce 5 contains many more features 
to help you create stunning images, 
including metaball modelling (objects 
blending into each other) and the 
ability to add trees into your 
landscapes. You can save 25 per cent 
off the normal retail price of £48 by 
simply typing the following code 
BRYCESUPFTRCO during checkout. This 


offer expires at the end of March 2005. 


http://bryce.daz3d.com 


reating beautiful 3D artwork 

has never been easy. From 
making the objects, to struggling to 
apply good looking textures, an eye 
for a good picture has always had to 
be mixed with the mathematical 
skills to master some of the most 
complicated algorithms. Bryce is 
different. Originally released as a 
landscape creation program, every 
new version has added more and 
more advanced features, from 
animation to special effects and 
rudimentary modelling, all handled 
via a smooth, organic interface that's 
more experienced than learned. 


E Return to Mystery Island if 
Bryce has a catch, it's that it's so easy 
to use. Anyone can sit down in front of 
it for five minutes, click a few buttons 
and create a straight island in the 
middle of the ocean, clouds running 
over the top and a giant chrome ball 
floating next to it. And, needless to say, 
everyone does. For dedicated Bryce 
artists, this is only the beginning of an 
endless 3D road that runs from mixing 
and matching terrains, creating cities 
with nothing more than a grey-scale 
texture map, to ultimately creating 
works of hyper-reality that would be as 
comfortable on a book Jacket as on 
your computer screen. Io help you out 
with this, Bryce provides an almost 
endless collection of objects, terrains 





Bryce doesn’t just make landscapes. Techno City here is a good example of what you 
can do with just a couple of textures and a crate full of boxes. 


and textures to experiment with — 
everything from sunny afternoons to 
volumetric fire effects, to rolling 
mountains that automatically dust 
snow onto their summits. All the object 
types, including the standard range of 
primitives (spheres, cubes and so on) 
and Bryce’ own objects, can be found 
at the top of the screen. Select one and 
it appears in the main viewpoint. Click 
on this wireframe and a list of options 
appears down the side — A for 
Attributes and E for Edit — that control 
how the object should look and act. 


Editing can be anything from altering 
the radius of a torus to painting a new 
terrain in shades of grey. 

We take a look at some of these 
features below, but the best way to 
explore Bryce is to simply play with the 
options on offer. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 
Plenty of tutorials and sample 
images can be found at http:// 
bryce.daz3d.com. 


Email SuperDisc problems to peplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 





Creating a world in five minutes 





Just a very quickly generated Bryce scene using 
standard materials. Terrains are height-mapped 
models, wrapped with mathematically produced 
textures rather than standard image maps (though you 
can select those in the ‘Materials Lab’if necessary). 
The sky and water are simply infinite planes, again 
with appropriate materials. 
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Materials 


WediWerininaan Hill 


E The ‘Materials Lab’, accessed by selecting an 
lll object in your scene and clicking the [m] button, 
is filled with everything from mountain ranges to 
glass, including more interesting options, such as fire 
and glow effects. You can tweak everything, or create 
your own textures with the ‘Deep Material Editor’, but 
this can become extremely complicated. 






Creating new terrains is as easy as painting the 
design you want, or by having Bryce randomly 
generate a pattern on your behalf. This screen is also 
used for the ‘Symmetrical Lattice Tool’, which 
effectively takes two identical halves (designed by the 
height-map) and glues them together to create one 
solid object. 





FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £80 


IMAGE EDITOR 


Serif PhotoPlus 7 








With digital cameras increasing in popularity, there’s a rising need for an effective but 
affordable image-editing application. Thankfully, Serif has been kind enough to provide just 
the tool with its PhotoPlus, offering all the editing power you need 


CPU 75MHz or faster 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 95 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


The software is fully functional for 30 
days, after which you'll need to call 
Serif to receive a free unlock code. 
From the UK call 0800 3765467 or +44 
115 9145479 from the rest of the world 


UPGRADE 
Save £20 


PhotoPlus 9 is the latest version of 
the software with support for the 
import and export of native 
Photoshop files and allows the 
creation of Acrobat PDF documents. 
There are also a range of automated 
image correction wizards that covers 
many routine tasks and a new 
Scratch Remover tool. Precision brush 
cursors and an enhanced paint 
engine will also find favour among 
more artistic users. 

PhotoPlus 9 (including program CD, 
resource CD and manual) is on offer 
for £60 (list price £80). For more 
information on this and other 
fantastic Serif offers, including 
PagePlus 10 (save £20) and WebPlus 
9 (save £15), please call 0800 376 
7070 quoting the code RO/PCPL/ 
BUN/1204. The offer expires on 
18 January 2005. 


www: serif.com/ 
photoplus 








underexposed shot. 


First, open your image, in this case a nicely 
composed shot of Tower Bridge at dusk. The first 
problem should be immediately obvious, as the 
camera has failed to balance the ambient low-level 
lighting adequately enough, resulting in a noticeably 


O: has an enviable reputation 
in the consumer software 


market for providing a massive range 
of creative titles from desktop 
publishing and web authoring to 3D 
rendering and, through PhotoPlus, a 
powerful range of digital imaging 
tools. Packed full of powerful 
features, this software provides all 
you need to retouch your digital 
snapshots providing a veritable 
digital darkroom that’s easy to use, 
yet powerful enough to handle most 
of the tasks you may require for 
getting the most from your camera's 
output, as you'll discover when you 
read on. 


El Getting started Installation is 
simplicity itself, as you only need to 
decide which file types you want to 
automatically associate with the 
software. Once complete, youre 
presented with an interface that should 
be instantly recognisable. The menu 
bar is complemented with the usual 
array of icons denoting frequently used 
functions, such as opening and saving 
files, along with common imaging tools 
like magnification and move options. 
The toolbar sits neatly along the 
left-hand side of the interface and 
although some of the icons may 
initially be unfamiliar, their purpose is 
similar to the standard drawing, 
selection and text tools. Design-specific 


Ns ... 


bridge.jpg [1:1] 


SNS (nae 


Contrast: 





as the lights. 


To counter this, you could turn to the Image | 
Adjust | Brightness/Contrast settings and 
increase the sliders but, although this may improve 
the general appearance, you'll also find that the 
method will overly exaggerate existing bright areas of 
the image and will particularly overexpose areas such 


Brightness ) Contrast. 

Hue! Saturation Lighhivess 
Replace Color. 

Levels... 


Flip Horizontally 
Flip Vertically 
Rotate... 


mage Sire 
Canvas Size. 
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Color Balance.. 


Threshold. _ 


Histogram _ 


Equalizatior 


Stretch 


Distort 
Blur 


Negative imaga 


Grayscale 


Edge 


Posterize_. 


Noise 
Renger 
Other 


Custar... 





The Image | Adjust menu contains many of the tools that make PhotoPlus such a 


powerful tool for the digital photographer. 


tools are also grouped here for 
retouching, creating vector shapes and 
correcting common elements, such as 
perspective distortion. 

As with rival image-editing titles, 
there are a range of palettes available 
to the right of the interface that enable 
you to configure your tool properties, 


define colours and manage your layers. 


A Photo manipulation Although 
the software provides an effective 
range of options for creating your own 
design projects from scratch the 
strength behind the title, making use 








of photographic content. PhotoPlus is 
really for snappers in need of utilities 
to counter any imbalances in light or 
colour that their camera may have 
failed to perceive. As with the 
industry-standard title Photoshop, 
most of the most relevant controls for 
fixing your photographs can be found 
under the Image | Adjust submenu. 
From here you have access to basic 
controls for brightness and contrast, as 
well as HSL (Hue, Saturation and 
Lightness), which affect your image's 
colour intensity. For greater creativity, 
there are options for Threshold, Stretch => 


OK 


O o 
Cancel | 
p 


Help 


IV Preview 

















Input: jo 
Output: jo 


Instead, cancel the Brightness/Contrast dialog 
and turn your attention to the Image | Adjust | 
Curves option. This presents a graph with a straight 
diagonal line crossing from the bottom-left up to the 
top-right by default. This line illustrates the RGB curve, 
which we can use to determine what areas of light we 


want to boost. 
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The interface at a glance... 


Tool bar f 
Positioned along 
the left-hand side 
of the interface as 
a series of icons. } 


Mask options 
Powerful masks 
and adjustment 
layers are 
supported. 


and Posterise, as well as more 
fundamental aspects, such as 
creating negative images or 
converting to black and white 
through Greyscale. 

For the more experienced pixel 
pusher, the Levels and Curves options 
offer a more manual approach to 


a | 


Adjustments 
You'll find many 
features of 
relevance to 
photographers. 





PhotoPlus’ panels offer precise control 
of layers, colours and tool properties. 









be 
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Interface 

The interface offers 
plenty of room for 
the image currently 
being edited 


balancing light content, while the 
channel mixer and colour balance 
options manage colour content in a 
way that you might expect from a 
much more heavyweight application. 


E Extra features Moving on from 
the standard adjustment tools, you'll 
also find a comprehensive range of 
features buried away within the Image 
menu to cater for rotation, resizing and 
cropping, while various blurring and 
sharpening controls will help to create 
the kind of detail you hoped to 
achieve with the original shot. 
Another problem often faced in 
digital photography is the emergence 
of noise. This can be compared with 
film grain in traditional photography 


... by making the most of PhotoPlus 7 








your changes take effect. 
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The top right of the graph we can open through 
the Image | Adjust | Curves option controls the 
lighter areas, while the bottom left affects the darker 
points. Click on the curve around two thirds of the 
Way up to create an anchor point and drag this up 
slightly. With the Preview option checked you'll see 








bridge.jpg image. 













This has a similar effect to the Brightness/ 
Contrast method, although we can now create a 
second anchor point towards the bottom and drag the 
curve downwards, which will ensure that the image 
retains its intensity in some of the darker areas and 
will result in a more balanced correction to the the 


Tool properties 
The panel changes 
contextually for you 
to make manual 


adjustments 


and makes Itself apparent through 
unwanted compression artefacts. The 
ability to reduce such distortion will be 
further appreciated by those with a 
keen eye for such details. 

As you might expect layer support 
is provided with options to view, link 
and lock layers and you can even 
take advantage of powerful 
adjustment layers, which enable you 
to make common adjustments to your 
image on a separate layer 
safeguarding the pixel content of your 
original image. For the casual 
photographer searching for a powerful 
and comprehensive range of tools, 
you'll find PhotoPlus provides an 
effective and impressive way to get 
Started in digital art. PCP 











its own layer. 








Colour palette 
PhotoPlus uses the 
familiar palette 
concept for fine 
tuning your images 


Layer palette 

A crucial component 
of any imaging app 
when making precise 
image layouts 


Layer options 
Supports regular 
graphic layers, 
including text and 
vector shapes layers 


Layer Manager 
Hide, lock and link 
layers to design 
your image 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


A 


Serif makes many of its 
outdated titles available for 
free via www. 
freeserifsoftware.com. 
You can get hold of a 
massive range of sample 
files, fonts, animated GIFs 
and clipart for PhotoPlus 7 


Email SuperDisc 
problems to peplus. 
support@futurenet.co.uk 





However, using the Image | Adjust option will 
permanently change the pixel content of our 
original image. A safer method that PhotoPlus 
supports is Adjustment Layers. Select the Layers | New 
Adjustment Layer | Curves this time to repeat the 
process and you'll see how the effect is achieved on 


FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £16 


SPAM FILTER 


Lanfei SpamWeed 1.3.2 








Singles clubs. Casinos. Cheap loans. Low-cost Viagra. Yes, you've just wasted half an hour 
trawling through the junk mail. SoamWeed can help you quickly regain control of your 
inbox, using a variety of techniques to block spam, while ensuring legitimate emails arrive 


CPU 350Mkz or faster 
RAM 32MB RAM 

OS Windows 98 or later 
OTHER 5MB disk space 


SERIAL CODE 


Register at www.spamweed.com/ 
promote_future.php before 
30 April 2005 


UPGRADE 


Save 20% on 
Spamweed 2.0 


The latest SpamWeed release 

is easier than ever to install, 
automatically configuring Outlook 

and Eudora Lite 3 during the setup 
process (no more manual tweaks 
required). Theres a built-in preview 
window for checking out messages, 
optional keyword filtering, support for 
multiple users under Windows 2000 
and XP and the spam detector has 
been tweaked to be better than ever. 
And how much will all this cost? As 

a PC Plus reader you qualify for a 20 
per cent discount on the regular price, 
which means you'll pay only £14. 
Place your order at www.spamweed. 
com/buy.php, and be sure to enter 
the coupon code FPSW-0131 to 
qualify for your discount. 


WWW.spamweed.com 


Installing SpamWeed for Outlook users 


O ome spam blockers are based 
on a complicated mass of rules 


and keyword filters, making them a 
nightmare to maintain. SpamWeed 
takes a different approach, as it uses 
Statistics to pick out the junk. 


This approach makes the 


program simple to use, but initially it 
will still make mistakes. That needn't 
be a disaster (as misidentified 
emails can be recovered), however a 
little time spent training SpamWeed 
will help improve its accuracy later. 


File View Action Help 


Ei Identifying spam SpamWeed will 
detect and block most of your junk 
mail immediately, but some will still get 
through. Fortunately the program is 

capable of learning from its mistakes, 


so performance will improve all the 
time. If you spot any spam in your 


Inbox, then double-click the 
SpamWeed system tray icon, and click 
‘Legitimate Mail’. Hold down [Ctrl] while 
you select all the offending messages, 
then right-click on them and choose 
‘Send to Junk Mail’ to clear them. 
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| Account | --- All Accounts --- i 





T Only show mail received within hour[s] 





Shortcuts 


Legitimate Mail 


. 


white List 
Black List 


"a 


Setup Guide 


A 


Support 


Tell a Friend 


SpamWeed uses statistical techniques to identify spam, and can learn from its mistakes 


Junk Mail 


Beryl Link <Aquirexoga@2cowh... 

Adrian Charles <Daleyznoyh@tisc... 

Lorena Mathis <dpesthxqrwa@ho... 

Michelle Fuentes <Piersonedh@e... 
S (rpoints. com> 


a | i fal 


.. Critical virus update - november 18th 


SitePro News <spn-h2@siteprone 
Darrell Negron <vweypvkdi@yah... 
tobi@tobka.de 

Alice å. Walker <donny@attcana... 
Louisa Penn <virsuye@krweb. info» 
macmaninfi@aol.com 

Domingo Denton <vickeqkomyh... 
Nona Davis <Hendricksonghzg®... 
Riley Early <Couchtwyv@luke. it> 
Sales <sales@vtmusic.co.uk> 


Alice å. Walker <august@about.... 


RE : check up on monday at 02-00 


Look...Here Info 


Do you want a fresh new life in the USA? 


November newsletter for Mike 


MSN Search Launches 

Premier Investor Report 

Re: Here is the document 

Adobe Acrobat 6.0 - very low price 
Fill your precription overseas cairo 
Re: Your product 

Fw: meager 


LIVE IN THE USA - OFFICIAL GOVEREMEN... 
Relocate to the USA! Get a Green Card EASI... 


Vinyl Tap Rare Records Price List 
Everyday soft - very low price 
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Email Account. 


SpamWeed will automatically set up many email 
clients during its installation process (Outlook 
Express, Eudora, IncrediMail, and more). Your email 
client isn't on the list? Don’t worry, it’s not a problem, 
as two configuration changes will make it work with 
any POP3 client. In Outlook, for instance, click Tools | 


Laval Ace punta 





17/11/2004 23:33:09 
17/11/2004 22:36:05 
17/11/2004 23:06:12 
17/11/2004 17:52:47 
16/11/2004 11:22:10 
16/11/2004 13:23:12 
15/11/2004 09:00:00 
15/11/2004 09:26:55 
14/11/2004 10:07:18 
13/11/2004 16:13:28 
13/11/2004 13:22:00 
13/11/2004 10:14:13 
13/11/2004 10:25:02 
12/11/2004 20:00:39 
12/11/2004 19:22:00 
12/11/2004 04:24:25 


Ál Move to Legitimate Mail 


RY Add Sender to White List 
N Add Sender to Black List 








Preview Message Enter 





x Delete Del 





= select all Ctrl-+A 
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ng ader 


Select ‘View or change existing e-mail accounts’ 


from the options then click ‘Next’ to see the 
email accounts that are already set up on your PC. 


server’ and ‘User Name’. 


Choose any ‘POP/SMTP’ account that you want 
SpamWeed to change, and click the ‘Change button’ 
to view its properties, particularly ‘Incoming mail 


[From 0 Subiect Set Received 


interesting article :make your boyfriend happy 


18/11/2004 08:55:46 
17/11/2004 23:34:26 
17/11/2004 23:34:26 
17/11/2004 18:58:18 
16/11/2004 13:23:20 
16/11/2004 13:23:12 
15/11/2004 11:00:10 
14/11/2004 19:49:18 
14/11/2004 10:28:02 
13/11/2004 16:30:18 
13/11/2004 15:59:48 
13/11/2004 10:33:54 
13/11/2004 10:33:48 
12/11 42004 20:17:48 
12/11/2004 19:22:00 
12/11/2004 08:40:42 
11/11/2004 18:52:00 





internet E-mail 


A Rescuing messages On other 
occasions, emails from friends or 
colleagues might be identified as spam. 
Right-click any misidentified emails, 
and select ‘Send to Legitimate Email’ to 
restore them. Collect messages from 
your email client again, and it'll pick 
them up. Alternatively, right-click an 
email and choose ‘Add Sender to White 
List’, and future messages from that 
person will always get through, 
regardless of their content. 


E Pick your preferences Click 
View | Options to see SpamWeed's 
preferences. By default the program is 
set to delete emails identified as spam 
after seven days. We think that's too 
short, especially if you've been on 
holiday for a while. Increase it to the 
maximum of 14, for safety reasons. 

The program can also treat 
messages containing double-byte 
characters as spam. Unless you 
regularly get emails in languages that 
use these character sets (Korean or 
Japanese, say), enable this option 
and see if it helps stem the ever- 
increasing tide. PCP 





FURTHER INFORMATION 


Will we ever be able to wipe out 
spam? Read the latest on the battle at 
“Fight Spam!" (spam.abuse.net) 
Email SuperDisc problems to peplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 
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Type an ‘@’ sign after the existing user name, 

and add the incoming mail server name. So 
‘jsmith’ will become ‘jsmith@ mail.myisp.com’, for 
instance. Now replace the incoming mail server with 
the IP 127.0.0.1, which tells Outlook to use the 
SpamWeed proxy on your PC. Click ‘Next’, and you're 
ready to repel all borders. 
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FREE FULL 
PROGRAM 





3D RENDERING 





Maya 6 PLE 








If you want to create 3D work like the professionals, there's no better way than using 
Maya 6. A program of this calibre is costly, but once you've tried out the functions in this 
free Personal Learning Edition, your previous 3D software may well be rendered obsolete 


CPU 450MHz or faster 
RAM 512MB 
OS Windows XP 2000 


SERIAL CODE 


Register to receive the key while 
installing the software, or go to Www. 
alias.com/eng/login/enquiries/ 
ple_unlock_m60/index.html 


UPGRADE 
To Maya 6 itself 


The only downside of using the 
professionals’ tools is that they dont 
come cheap. A full version of Maya 
will cost you between £1,500 and 
£5000, and that’s not including all the 
options you can get with it. For the 
money, however, you get the best 
rendering package on the market 
today, with full support for everything 
from modelling to texturing, 
animation and special effects. 

This new Version 6 brings many 
new features, including a new look for 
the animation editor, additional tools 
for motion retargeting and motion 
directing, a new hair generation 
feature, improved integration with 
Photoshop, and many more new 
features, such as seamless mental ray 
integration and high-quality interactive 
shading — the new ability to apply 
deformers to particles and paint 
effects on polygons. 








WwWww.alias.com 





ou may not know Maya by 
name, but you'll certainly 
have seen its handiwork. It 
enabled the creation of film moments 
like Gollum’s face, and ‘The Perfect 
Storm’ — its feature set stretching to 
anything you could possibly need for 
professional 3D work. Needless to 
say, this comes at a hefty cost — but 
this Personal Learning Edition 
enables you to try it out for free. 
There are limitations — most 
importantly, everything you do is 
stamped with a sizeable watermark 
to prevent you producing Hollywood 
quality effects on the cheap — but it’s 
more than enough to get you started, 
produce an animation reel, or simply 
sample the bleeding edge of 3D. 

The secret to using Maya is that 
while the sheer number of features can 
be immediately stifling, actually using 
them is typically no different to any 
other 3D rendering program. To see this, 
we'll create a sphere — theres a couple 
of choices when it comes to creating a 
basic 3D sphere, but we'll use the 
polygonal method here. Select the 
‘Polygon’ tab from the menu list at the 
top, followed by the Sphere icon (first 
one across). The sphere is added in the 
middle of the screen. Select it with a 
mouse-click. 


El The basic functions The most 
common functions when dealing with 


Learning Maya PLE's ... 
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Maya 3D rendering is good enough to eat. With the right textures, models and lighting, 
you can get photographic-quality results - and beyond. 


an object like this are movement, 
scaling and rotation. Each can be 
selected from the options list on the 
left, or by pressing the keyboard 
shortcut ([W] for move, [E] for rotation, 
[R] for scale). Whichever you select, the 
Manipulator tool will appear on-screen. 
This looks much like the axes for a 3D 
graph, the dots on the end of each line 
determining how much should be 
applied, and the central point 
manipulating the entire object in one 
go. Select ‘Scale’, click on the top dot 
and slowly drag the mouse to increase 
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The ‘L’ in ‘PLE’ stands for Learning, and Maya 
doesn’t expect you to do so overnight. The first 
time you boot it up, you'll be offered this choice of 
introductory tutorials. They only cover the basics of 
object movement, rendering and keyframing — and 
while the version used for them may not look exactly 
the same, it will show you exactly how to get started. 
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the program. 


More advanced tutorials can be found under the 
heading ‘Beginner to Expert: Maya Learning 
Resources’. Amongst them are extracts from a book 
called ‘The Art of Maya’, explanations of how Maya is 
different from other 3D rendering programs, and links 
to DVD tutorials that will help you get the most out of 





or decrease the spheres height. Exactly 
the same applies to deforming the 
object. Once you have it selected, 
choose the Soft Modification tool from 
the panel on the left, click on the 
vertex you want to deform, and select 
the tool you want to use. This time, 
only parts of the object will be affected 
— chances are the result will look like a 
spiky sphere, but it's early days. 


A Navigating with the compass 
By now, you've probably inadvertently 
stumbled on Mayas real menu system. 





The Maya Mentor, which is available with a 
free Bronze membership to the Alias site, offers 
a rather friendlier plug-in introduction to Maya’s 
many features — not to mention one of the most 
terrifying mascots since Dennis the Menace. For more 
advanced support, you need to pay for a Silver or 


higher membership. 


The interface at a glance... 


Toolbar 

Every important part of 
Maya is categorised and 
selectable via a button 








Transformations 
Instant access to 
move, scroll, 

rotate and soft 
deformation tools 


Fee ee 


Selected object 
Everything is 
highlighted to show 
you what you're 
currently editing 


Watermark 

The Maya logos 
prevent you from 
using Maya PLE for 
more than learning 





All of its main functions can be 
accessed via the menu, but it's much 
faster to take advantage of the 
compass system. There are two 
different sets available — one for the 
program as a whole, and context- 
sensitive compasses for each 
individual object. Select your sphere, 
and right-click on it to bring up its 
specific settings. The more advanced 
selection tools appear at the top, 
Switching into Edge, Face and Vertex 
(individual points) mode, and 
determining specifically which parts of 
the model you want to start poking 
and prodding at. Hold down the left 
mouse button and lasso multiple 
points to make sweeping changes to 
your object. 


To change the default view, press 
and hold the spacebar to bring up 
Mayas main menu. The Alias’ button in 
the middle (selected by default if you 
simply tap the spacebar) switches 
between this Perspective view and the 
more traditional four-panels showing 
Top, Side, Perspective and Front views. 
Holding down the left mouse button 
on the Alias button and moving into 
the gap next to it springs open a new 
Set of options, changing the view on 
an individual window. 


H Adding colour So far, we only 
have a dull-looking sphere on our 
screen. To jazz it up. select the sphere 
and hold down the right-mouse button, 
this time choosing the ‘Materials’ option 


... three key tools 
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TUTORIALS 


Attributes 

This panel breaks up 
each object into its 
many components 


Compass menu 
Hold down the 
spacebar to bring up 
all Maya’s options 


Animation 
Construct beautiful 
animations with the 
integrated timeline 





from the menu at the bottom of the 
pop-up compass. 

Recolouring is easy: simply select 
Assign New Material’ from the list, 
followed by ‘Phong’. A list of attributes 
appears on the right — everything from 
the basic colour, to how much the 
object should glow. Select the grey box 
next to the ‘Colour’ option and select a 
light green. Now, scroll down to ‘Glow’ 
and drag the slider up a few notches. 
Render the whole thing by selecting 
the ‘Render’ tab at the top of the 
screen, followed by the clapperboard 
listed as ‘Render the current frame into 
a Render View window’ and sit back 
for a few seconds. Not exactly high 
art, but possibly the fastest Kryptonite 
ever created. PCP 





FURTHER INFORMATION 


f Visit the Alias website at 


www.alias.com for 
examples and tutorials. 





Email SuperDisc problems 
to peplus. 
support @futurenet.co.uk 





Objects are the most visible part of any 3D 
scene, and highly configurable. Polygons are 
built using collections of flat surfaces, while NURBS 
(Non-Uniform Rational B-Splines) are constructed out 
of curves. These are by far the best suited for organic 
modelling, but it does take time to get your head 
around them. 





Without lighting, you won't be able to see 
anything. Maya offers several different varieties 
- ambient (imagine the sun), point (omni-directional), 
spotlight, area and volume. Lighting is every bit as 
important as modelling and texturing when designing 
a scene, and it’s rarely a good idea to use plain white 
when setting everything up. 





Texturing is what really makes a model come 

alive. In addition to simply wrapping a bitmap 
around it, you have full control over transparency, 
layered textures, bump maps (faking the illusion of 
depth on wrinkles and raised areas), reflection, glows, 
and more powerful effects still, such as painting live 
onto the 3D model. 
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FULL PROGRAM 
WORTH £4,177 


BUSINESS PRODUCTIVITY 





TCM 4000-AAA PE + WS 2 





TCM 4000-AAA Personal Expenses + Workflow System 2 Reports and Marketing Module 
gives you everything you need to organise your business life. This month, the Reports 
and Marketing Module enables you to build mailshots, analyse your business, and more 


CPU 300MHz or faster 
RAM 256MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Click ‘On-Line’ after setup has 
finished, or point your browser at 
www.aptprojects.com/product_ 
registrationpcplus20042.htm 


UPGRADE 


Save £2,370 ex VAT 

To make the most of TCM 4000-AAA 
you'll need a multi-user, network- 
capable version. And that’s not cheap. 
In fact, a three-user version of the 
core module, complete with reports 
and marketing features, would 
normally cost £3,555 ex VAT. 

Fortunately, theres a more cost- 
effective way. If you buy a single user 
licence for the TCM 4000-AAA PE Core 
Module, and one for the Reports and 
Marketing Module, Apt Projects will 
give you another free of charge 
(that's now three users, once you 
include the SuperDisc version). It'll 
also network enable them at no 
extra cost, giving you a full three-user 
system for only £1,185 ex VAT, saving 
£2,370 ex VAT off the regular price. 

To take advantage of this special 
deal, email sales@ aptprojects.com 
or phone 01427 875103. This offer 
expires on 28 February 2005. 


WWwW.aptprojects.com 


Build up a library of standard 
business letters, then customise 
them for any contact, in a 
couple of mouse-clicks. 
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D hether you've got a brand 
new product coming out, or a 
special offer on your existing range, 
getting the news out to the right 
people is the only way you'll be 
successful. The TCM 4000-AAA 
Marketing Module makes it easy to 
create a customised mailshot (with 
a little help from Microsoft Word), 
and target it at a precise group of 
contacts in your database. Here's 
what you need to do. 


E Mail-merge tags Your mailshot is 
customised by adding mail-merge tags, 
which relate to fields in your database. 
Which tags belong with which fields? 
Its easy to find out. 

Open TCM 4000-AAA, then click 
File | Setup. Click Administrative & 
Database’, then select the ‘Contact’ tab 
on the right-hand side (as you'll mostly 
be sending mailshots to contacts). 
Browse the ‘Field/Page’ list and you'll 
see the default fields, along with many 
others that can be customised to suit 
your requirements. Set a field's 
Available in mail merge’ property to 
‘True’ if you want to use It in a custom 
mailshot or document. The ‘Mail Merge 
Tag’ property shows you the name of 
the placeholder that TCM 4000-AAA 
will use (so the contact’s Full Name 
field is called CONTACT_NAME, for 
instance). You don't need to memorise 
these to add them to a document, but 
remembering the basics will help you 
understand a mailshot later. 


Ei Custom letters Now choose the 
‘Write a letter & Batch Printing’ Setup 
option. You'll need Microsoft Word 
installed for this part, so make sure the 
‘Use this word processor... option is 
checked, and its pointing to ‘WinWord. 
exe’. Beneath this are three areas 
where you can 
store whatever 
mailshots or 
documents youd 
like to create. ‘My 
letters’ is for 
storing your 
personal projects; 
‘Departmental 
letters’ is for 
individual areas 
of the company 
(say, payment 


Mail Merge Wizard 


@ Unrestricted (All events) 


© These types of events: 


O & Phonecalls In 
O% Phonecalls Out 

|, Letters In 

A Letters Out 

E Ñ, Attachments In 
GÉ Attachments Out 
e 

EJ E-Mails Out 

0%) Notes 

O] Notes 


NMN Meetinas 








(x) 


Event Filter 


se events later on. For example, if you want to 
a Py Res Type a mney eer 


es ety a 


O & No Phonecalls In 
O% No Phonecalls Out 
C B, No Letters In 

(9D No Letters Out 

fi], No Attachments In 
"e) eee een 
E Eg No E-Mails In 

GES No E-Mails Out 





Want to target a mailshot to all the left-handed, Scottish customers who haven't called 
you in the past three months? The Mail Merge Wizard makes it easy. 


reminders for accounts); while 
‘Company-wide letters’ should contain 
documents that everyone could use, 
such as a ‘How to find us’ sheet. 

Select ‘My letters’, because this is 
just a test, and click the right-hand 
‘New mail-merge document’ icon. 
Microsoft Word should now open, and 
display a sample document complete 
with mail-merge fields. 

You don't see the fields? Display 
the Mail Merge toolbar (View | Toolbars 
| Mail Merge). Click ‘Open Data Source’, 
choose All files (*.*)’ as your ‘Files of 
Type, and navigate to the path named 
in your Sample document. Open the 
specified ‘Fields*.dat’ file, and the 
merge fields should appear. 

Finally, replace the body text of the 
document with some of your own. 
Click ‘Insert Merge Fields’ on the 
Mail Merge toolbar to customise it a 
little, making sure to remember the 
Address field. Finished? Save the 
document with the file name ‘Sample. 
rtf’, and close Word. 


Ei Mail Merge Wizard The Sample 
file you've just created now appears in 
the ‘My Letters’ area, ready for you to 
use as you wish. Click OK to close the 
Setup dialog. 

You could now use the letter 
immediately, with an individual contact. 
Simply right-click on their name in 
the database, and select ‘Write a 
letter’. Sending multiple copies of the 


letter requires a more heavy-duty 
tool, though; click Wizards|Mail 
Merge Wizard to begin. Choose the 
sample document. 

Click ‘Next’ to create a new filter. 

A group of your contacts will be 
selected, and you'll be shown through 
the wizard'’s steps. These enable you 
to restrict the mailshot to contacts 

in particular folders, or who have 
associated events within a given 

time range (everyone whos called 
you in the past three months, perhaps). 
It'S even possible to select contacts 
on the basis of text in any notes that 
you've made. 

Once you've finished setting 
everything up, a data validation step 
ensures the document contains all 
the information you need (you can't 
do a mass email unless you have 
everyones email address, for instance). 
Assuming you've remembered 
everything, just click ‘Start’ to have the 
documents created, then printed, faxed 
or emailed to their destination. PCP 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Find out more about how 
Word and its mail-merge 
functionality from this 


article on the Microsoft 
site: office.microsoft.com/ 
en-us/assistance/ 
HA010349201033.aspx 
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VIRUS DETECTION 


FULL PROGRAM 
WORTH £20 








F-Secure Anti-Virus 2005 





Detect viruses on CD, in downloads, zip files or email attachments. And block spyware, too 





L) ike most antivirus tools, 
F-Secure aims to block any 
threats before they enter your PC. 
But if you notice unusual system 
behaviour and think you've still 


been infected, here's how to ensure 
your PC stays clean. 


E A quick system check Some 
Trojans try to turn off antivirus programs 
to avoid detection, so check the 
F-Secure icon is still in your system tray. 
Double-click on it to load the main 
console, where you should see ‘Virus 
Protection’ set to ‘Normal’ (at least), and 
a Status of ‘Protected’. 

If everything looks OK, click Virus 
Protection | Scan for viruses. A system 
check should pick up anything that's 
escaped real-time detection. 


A Banish all spyware No luck? 
F-Secure has another weapon you can 
bring into play. Open ‘F-Secure Anti- 


Virus 2005’ in your Start 
menu, then click ‘Open 
Anti-Spyware’. Click ‘Perform 
Full System Scan’ to check 
the whole system, then 
select ‘Next’ to begin the 
scan. It will identify dubious 
processes, files, cookies 
and more. Choose any 
youd like it to remove, and 
your PC will be cleaned up. 


E Under the microscope [f all else 
fails, click ‘Process-Watch’ and clear 
‘Limit to Visible Windows’. This displays 
a list of all the programs running on 
your PC, the files they have open, and 
SO on; ideal for tracking down Trojans 
and other malicious applications. 

Should you find something, make 
sure to tighten your security so you 
cant be infected again. Open the main 
console and click Advanced’ to access 
the program settings. PCP 


IMAGE ORGANISER 


FULL PROGRAM 
AS SOLD FOR £27 


T7 F-SECURE ANTI-SPYWARE 


Scamming Results 
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F-Secure Anti-Virus 2005 uses a reworked 
version of Lavasoft’s Ad-Aware to detect 
and remove spyware. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


Viruses exploit application 
vulnerabilities, so it pays to find out 
about them with regular visits to a 


security site such as SecurityFocus: 
www-securityfocus.com 
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CPU 1GHz or faster 
RAM 64MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


OLUQ-B56M-6MOX-YUD9-L9CU 
for the six month subscription. 


UPGRADE 


Extend your subscription 
Install F-Secure Anti-Virus 2005 and 
you'll be protected from Trojans, 
viruses, spyware, browser hijackers, 
and other malicious applications. The 
program will update itself daily for six 
months, then you'll have to buy a 
new subscription to continue using tt. 

Fortunately, this isn't expensive, 
with a further 12 months of upgrades 
available for only £26. Visit www. 
europe.f-secure.com/estore/uk to 
read more, or to place an order, as 
well as from www.amazon.co.uk 
and www.dabs.com. 





www.f-secure.com 


Ashampoo Photo Illuminator 1.5 





Organise, view and edit your digital photos, then create slideshows and burn them to CD 


©) igital photography makes 
sharing your images as easy 
as sending an email, but instead of 
attaching JPEGs in a zip file, why not 
build a self-executing slideshow, 
complete with audio commentary? 





El Find your photos Start Photo 
Illuminator 1.5 and you'll see an 
Explorer-type Folders window, with 
thumbnail image previews on the left- 
hand side. Use this to locate and select 
the images youd like to incorporate 
into your slideshow. 

Click Wizards | SeeYa! Wizard when 
youte ready. Choose ‘Single Screen 
Mode to see all your options on one 
dialog box and then click ‘Gol. 


E Get organised Your selected 

images probably won't be in the best 
sequence for a slideshow, so use the 
‘Move Up’ or ‘Move Down’ buttons to 
reorder them. Click the Add’ button to 


include other files, if 
necessary. If youre 
including lots of shots, and 
emailing the finished file, 
then its wise to keep the 
Slideshow as small as 
possible. Opt for maximum 
compression and minimum 
image size initially 


E Add a commentary 
The slideshow will be more 
interesting if you add some personal 
comments, and theres a couple of 
ways to do this. For short comments, 
click on a file and type something in 
the ‘Image Title’ box (‘view from our 
hotel window’). If you have lots to say, 
select Audio and Settings’, choose an 
image and then click ‘Record!’ to add 
an audio commentary to it. 

Click ‘Gol’ when youre finished to 
produce an EXE slideshow file, ready to 
email or place on a CD or website. PCP 





Not using the image titles feature? Clear 
‘Show titles in talking slideshow’ to save 
a little space in the finished file. 


FURTHER INFORMATION 


You'll probably have problems 
emailing slideshows larger than 
2 to 4MB, so consider optimising 


your JPEGs with the compression 
tools at www.xat.com 
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CPU 1GHz or faster 
RAM 32MB 
OS Windows 98 or later 


SERIAL CODE 


Click Wizards/Free Key/Get Free Key 
and complete the registration form. 


UPGRADE 


Get version 2 
Ashampoo Photo Illuminator 2 has a 
changeable interface, a ‘Pack ‘n’ Go 
Wizard’ to compress and send images 
by email, and a ‘Wizards Bag’ to 
speed up working with photos in 
different folders. You can also work 
with images from within Explorer. 
Version 2 would normally cost 
£27 but as a registered owner of this 
version you'll pay only £15. Visit 
www.ashampoo.com/shop/0218/ 
upgrade to place your order. 


Www.ashampoo.com 





Wavey's Web 





Tweaking — that obsession with getting more computing power out of your PC kit, 
has never been more popular. Davey Winder tracks down the best web resources 


here's a fine line between modders and 

tweakers. I separate them in the same 
way as | do custom car people: into those who 
care more about what the car looks like 
(modders) and those who tune the engine for 
speed (tweakers). Of course, there's more to 
better PC performance than just fiddling with 
BIOS settings and overclocking the CPU. You 
need to stray into modder territory occasionally 
and add custom parts as well. When it comes 
to getting the best balance between financial 
outlay and performance return, you need all 
the data you can get, which is where the web's 
rich resources come in. 


Lost Circuits BIOS Guide 


wwwlostcircuits.com 

The Lost Circuits (www.lostcircuits.com) BIOS 
Guide Is still among the best if you want to know 
what goes on and where for performance boosts. 
As well as the BIOS basics, this guide covers 
topics as varied as SDRAM penalty cycles, 
latencies and PCI dynamic bursting. The rest of 
the site isn't too shabby either, with mainboard, 
graphics card and CPU reviews aplenty. Some of 
the data is admittedly quite old; 2005 and beyond, 
but for once this isn't a problem for a website. The 
machines you are most likely going to want to 
tweak for performance are the older ones with 
the older components. Lost Circuits, and other 
Sites like it, help to build up an invaluable archive 
of material for getting the best performance for 
the smallest cash outlay. 


LOSTCIRCUITS 


LostCircuits BIOS guide 








Tweak Town 

www.tweaktown.com 

Tweak Town has the motto of “Iweaking done right 
globally’, which pretty much sums up the website. 
Its many guides cover subjects like how to tweak 
XP SP2 and how to use Doom 3 as a benchmarking 
tool, which are not only very readable but highly 
practical as well. There are also in-depth reviews 


and previews of specialised benchmarking software, 


such as 3DMark05, which are as rare as hens teeth 
elsewhere, but in abundance here. But for me, and | 
suspect most discussion-loving PC Plus readers, it's 
the forums that will have the most appeal. It's not 
that they are the busiest, or populated by the 
biggest concentration of experts, but it's rather the 
breadth of genre that they manage to cover. 
Whether you have a question about memory 


tweaking, benchmark performance, incompatibilities, 


chipsets or chip cooling you'll find an active 
discussion in a dedicated forum here, and much 
more besides. 


Site of the month 


Roy Longbottom’s PC Benchmark Collection 


http://homepage.virgin.net/roy.longbottom 
There's not a lot of point in tweaking your PC if you 
can't quantify the results. You may see a perceived 
boost in video refresh, or think that applications 
are loading a little quicker, but can you be sure? 
The answer's an emphatic yes if you visit Roy's 
site. Whether you want to see how your CPU, 
memory, graphics or the entire system is 
performing, Roy has a benchmark for every 


occasion. There's even a collection for the often 
forgotten aspect of tweaking: system stability, 
featuring utilities for performing burn-in tests. 

Everything is free and the collection covers 
Windows 9x/NT/2000 and XP and all the latest 
benchmark zip files, including tables of results to 
compare and contrast your tweaking success 
against a measurable list of others. 


If you know of an essential website, or are involved in a worthy contender 
for the title, then please let me know at waveysweb@futurenet.co.uk 








Davey Winder 


waveysweb @ pcplus.co.uk 


Davey is an award-winning 
technology journalist and a 

founder member of the 
Internet Society of England [ 
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3D Chipset 


www.3dchipset.com 

3D Chipset has a good archive of downloadable 
video card drivers, BIOSes and flash applications — 
although be warned that much of it is pre-2004, so 
will mostly appeal to users of older cards. Having 
Said that, its worth noting that the official and beta 
video card drivers’ section covers drivers for 
Windows 9x, Millennium and 2000, as well as XP 
which is certainly very welcome. However, the 
newsfeeds, articles and a very lively user forum are 
bang up to date. The latter has many ‘must read’ 
areas for the graphics card tweaker, including 
separate ATi and nVidia BIOS flashing/updating 
forums, a card overclocking advice and the all- 
important benchmark discussions. If you can't find 
what you want at 3D Chipset, try the invaluable 
Driver Heaven site at www.driverheaven.net. 


OCAU 


www.overclockers.com.au 

If youre thinking of either building your own PC or 
getting the most out of your existing one, then ask 
the Aussies. Start at Tweakers Australia (www. 
tweakers.com.au) for its CPU database, then head 
Straight for OCAU's PC database, containing details 
of more than 6000 user-built PCs. It can be 
searched by component, performance or popularity. 
It'S a stunning resource if, like me, you are a firm 
believer in learning from the experience of others. 


OCN, 


R 
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Australia's Busiest PC Hardware Community 





Roy Longbottom") PE Benchmark Collection 
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